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West Midlands Rural Affairs Forum (WMRAF)
Environment & Climate Change Task & Finish Group

Friday 30th July 2010, Birmingham

1.0 Present

Steve Holliday, RSPB (Chair)

Cath Ainsworth, Worcestershire County Council

Andrew Hearle, Natural England (by phone)

Amanda Smith, English Heritage

James Steele, CPRE / West Midlands Regional Sustainability Forum

Donna Tavernor, Country Land & Business Association

Kate Warburton, National Trust (notes)

Simon West, Forestry Commission

2.0 Apologies

Sarah Faulkner, National Farmers Union

Henry Lucas, Rural Hubs

Paul Meakin, Environment Agency

Colin Preston, Shropshire Wildlife Trust

3.0 Introduction & background
Steve Holliday welcomed everyone to the meeting, and thanked those present for attending.  Steve also thanked English Heritage for providing the meeting room and refreshments.  

Steve briefly outlined the role of WMRAF based on it’s purpose and values including acting as a rural advocate and sounding board, rural proofing,  capacity-building; providing opportunities for members to network and share best-practice and using its small budget to commission and use relevant research.  

Following a review of WMRAF’s governance last year, a workshop was held in March to identify broad priority areas that the Forum should be focusing on – these will be used as a basis for WMRAF’s workplan going forward, and in discussions with Defra Ministers in the lead up to this autumn’s Comprehensive Spending Review.  Task & Finish Groups have been convened for each priority area, comprised of relevant WMRAF members – this is the first meeting of the Environment & Climate Change Group.  Each Group has been asked to consider the following four questions for its priority area:

· What are the relevant issues for rural areas?

· Of these, which are being adequately addressed by others?

· What is left to address?

· What is the role of WMRAF in delivering / addressing these?

Obviously there will be some overlap between the Task & Finish Groups – WMRAF should make sure that someone is pulling together the different Groups’ work, and is looking for common themes / links / cross-cutting issues.  The Groups have been asked to feedback their initial outcomes by the end of July, and then to provide firm outcomes and proposals by the end of August.  

The Environment & Climate Change Group used a couple of recent pieces of relevant work to inform its discussion – the West Midlands Defra Agenda Group’s West Midlands Natural Environment Priorities (March 2010) and the West Midlands Leaders Board’s West Midlands Environmental Priorities Review (June 2010).  

4.0 Headline issues and recommendations

Following a robust discussion, the Group identified several cross-cutting themes that should underpin and guide all WMRAF work.  The Forum should:
· focus on outcomes not mechanisms
· focus on its champion role, on being a rural advocate and sharing best-practice
· have an informed and positive approach to environmental management and change

The Group then identified three headline issues, and recommendations for each issue – see table on Page 3.  

	Headline issue
	Recommendations

	1.0 Localness / ‘Big Society’
The geography and emphasis of government is changing, becoming more local

1.1 Information
· New decision-makers (local authorities and local communities) will need access to adequately interpreted, timely and relevant information on the environmental context, value, assets and issues in their area

1.2 Local sustainability

· Do local authorities and local communities have a common understanding of what it means to be a sustainable rural community?  

· Lack of risk management / continuity planning among rural SMEs and local communities for climate change impacts e.g. flooding, drought and heat waves

· Affordable housing (Nb  dealt with a separate T&F group)
· Travel and transport – dependency on private cars

· Utilities infrastructure (water, sewerage, energy, biomass and other renewables and transmission lines)

1.3 Community engagement & ownership

· Local communities need to engage with and take ownership of their local environment
	· Understand changes to government and work with them
· Provide information, advice, tools and checklists (or signposts to these) for local authorities and local communities; good examples include www.magic.gov.uk and ‘What’s in your back yard?’ on the Environment Agency website
· Promote a shared understanding of a sustainable rural community between local authorities and local communities

· Promote local food by signposting to relevant information etc and sharing best practice

· Promote use of local traditional building materials in developments to support small-scale local quarrying

· Enable local communities to determine the local natural and historic environment assets that they value, and provide information etc (or signposts) to enable local communities to manage their own local environment

· Link to Resilient Communities Task & Finish Group

	2.0 Landscape-scale approaches
2.1 Natural systems
· Loss of natural assets

· Water quality and quantity including flood risk management
· Failure to meet Biodiversity Action Plan targets – need to halt biodiversity loss

· Need to achieve more and better connectivity between landscapes

· Need to work across administrative boundaries

· Is there a common understanding of ‘natural / ecosystem services’?

· Reduction in available funding for projects

2.2 Natural & built heritage

· Heritage at risk – both designated and undesignated, e.g. historic farmsteads and landscape characters
· Disposal of assets by local authorities

2.3 Green infrastructure

· Information needed on quality, condition, connectivity and accessibility of green infrastructure
· Need to recognise the wider multiple benefits of green infrastructure
· A view that we should term this environmental infrastructure to water and waste management issues
· Green Belts should be seen as a link between urban and rural areas

· Need positive management of Green Belts & flexibility to accommodate move to low carbon economy such as renewables (woodfuel supply depots, wind turbines etc)
	· Advocate landscape-scale working, that it can deliver multiple benefits across the rural agenda, and that it brings in the values of natural systems and safeguards the assets that we will all need in the future
· Champion the entire environment – historic and cultural as well as natural

· Promote and work to enable better connectivity between landscapes, and cross-boundary working

· Promote take-up of Environmental Stewardship schemes and the Campaign for the Farmed Environment; advocate positive contribution of responsible farming

· Explore the potential in the uplands for carbon sequestration and flood control

· Promote a shared understanding of the term ‘ecosystem services’ among local authorities and local communities

· Act as a mechanism that other organisations can use, for example helping the Environment Agency promote flood issues

· Work to ensure best / most efficient use of reduced funds

· Ensure available tools are adequately used by local authority planners and local communities to safeguard the natural and historic heritage

· Promote the value of green (environmental) infrastructure



	3.0 Skills
· Loss of skills in rural communities
· Ageing workforce

· Out-migration of young people
	· Encourage young people to develop traditional craft skills

· Highlight initiatives / grants available and encourage take-up

· Promote opportunities to develop skills in low carbon industries e.g. renewable energy

· Link to Skills Task & Finish Group
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