ENVIRONMENT STANDING PANEL : NOTES
Date:

25th November 1999

Time:

1000 – 1230

Place:

Room 128, Shire Hall

Present:
Councillors L J Oliver (Chairman), P R Bishop, S J Bradshaw (substituting for S F Johnstone), J Broadway, E Meyland-Smith, C Shaw and 

A B Stenner.

Apologies:
Councillor S F Johnstone.

The Panel noted that following the departure of the Countryside Management Team Leader, who had taken up a post with the National Trust, the Environment Division would be reorganised from four into three teams with effect from 1st April 2000.  However, any savings arising would be retained within the Division to increase capacity in some specific areas of work.  In addition, the Environment Programme Team Leader was about to take up a secondment with the DETR from late January.

The Panel agreed to put on record its appreciation of the work done by the Environment Team.

1.
PROGRESS REPORT ON AIR QUALITY
The Panel discussed a report giving an update on progress with the Council’s work to improve air quality, and, in particular, with the Air Quality Review and Assessment process in compliance with the 1997 National Air Quality Strategy and Air Quality Regulations.

There had been continuing advances on the air quality front during 1999 although progress with the Review and Assessment process had been hampered through lack of clear government guidance.  The Council had made great efforts to integrate air quality issues in transport plans, travel projects and traffic initiatives such as the Local Transport Plan, implementation of Phase 2 of the Cambridge Core Scheme, TravelWise, and the “Travel for Work” initiative for businesses. 

Through partnership working, the five district councils and the County Council had successfully completed Stages 1 and 2 of the Review and Assessment process by the end of 1998 and had undertaken consultation on this at the beginning of 1999.  The Cambridgeshire report had been selected by the DETR as a good example of progress through partnership working.

Key results from Stages 1 and 2 had shown that three pollutants (NO2, PM10 and SO2) needed to be taken forward to Stage 3 in all districts. The partnership was seeking sponsorship/funding to display air quality forecasting information via the Internet. 

In discussing the report, the following issues and points were noted:

· Reliable data about the beneficial effect on air quality were important for helping secure public support for traffic management schemes. 

· The effects of introducing the Cambridge Core Schemes 1 and 2 had been monitored and data were expected to be available soon.

· Traffic, speed and HCV monitoring was being linked up with air quality monitoring so as to gain a better understanding of which measures were most effective/appropriate in a range of circumstances.

2.
PROGRESS BY THE COUNTY COUNCIL AND THE COUNTYWIDE PARTNERSHIP ON BIODIVERSITY

The Biodiversity Partnership Co-ordinator gave a presentation about progress made so far on promoting, conserving and enhancing habitats and species in Cambridgeshire.  The key partners in the partnership – County and District Councils, English Nature, Environment Agency, Wildlife Trust, RSPB and Anglian Water – had all demonstrated firm commitment and were actively participating in completing and implementing habitat and species action plans.  It was hoped to recruit other agencies from business and community to the partnership in the future.

Five Biodiversity Action Plan Working Groups in Cambridgeshire and Peterborough were currently preparing 24 Habitat Action Plans in the following categories:

· Rivers and Wetlands

· Farmland

· Grasslands

· Trees and Woodlands

· Cities, Towns and Villages

All plans would be completed by December 1999 and would have 5- and 10-year targets, which would be monitored.  The County Council was the lead partner on the Trees and Woodland Working Group and was leading jointly with the Wildlife Trust on the Farmland Working Group.  

The Partnership had agreed a joint publicity strategy to raise public awareness of wildlife and seasonal changes in gardens and across the county.

A feasibility study had also been completed for a Biological Records Centre for the county.  This would enable the partners to plan, implement and monitor the actions needed for the conservation of habitats and wildlife.  It would also bring benefits to the planning system, education and business. 

In discussion, Panel members made the following points and suggestions:

· Future legislation would include biodiversity as a priority and would urge local authorities to integrate biodiversity into service planning.

· The need for the process to be inclusive and realistic, so that action plans could be followed by farmers and allotment holders.  An informative, diplomatic, step-by-step approach was being adopted.  

· The partnership was also participating in new projects, such as the extension of Wicken Fen, the wetlands near Ely.

· A good way to involve members of the public was to secure the support of local communities.  Their self-interest could be turned into commitment to the preservation of local habitats.

· Evening presentations to farmers and people working in the environment might be a useful way forward.

· Incoming legislation was leading to increasing interest from planners in biodiversity.

The Chairman thanked the Biodiversity Partnership Co-ordinator for her presentation and expressed the Panel’s interest in receiving progress reports on the various action plans.

3.
BEST VALUE 2000/2001

(a)
Review of Environment Programme: Scope and Draft Terms of Reference

The Panel was invited to comment on a report outlining the scope and draft terms of reference for the Best Value review of the Environment Programme.  The review was due to begin in Autumn 1999 as part of the Year 2 programme of reviews.  It covered not only the Environment Programme Team’s functions, but also the Council’s corporate Environment Programme, as the team worked with others across the Council and beyond to deliver the Council’s environmental objectives.  This meant that the review would have to address how well other parts of the Council were doing in implementing the Council’s environmental aspirations.

The review would have to address the following key issues:

· Was the current Environment Programme successful enough in “getting the council’s own house in order”?  If not, what approaches might work better?

· Was the Programme successful in helping the Council to move towards a corporate approach to sustainability?

· What did the Council’s partners/stakeholders think of the current Programme?

· Was the Programme successfully acting as a catalyst for changes toward sustainability across Cambridgeshire and having an influence?

Members were informed that also included in the 2000/2001 Best Value programme was a separate review of Environmental Education.  It would therefore be important for the two programme reviews to be undertaken in tandem.

In discussion, Panel Members commented as follows:

· A key criterion for the review should be measuring any shift in people’s vision.  However, it was recognised that this was a difficult area to measure.  This was the first review of an area where the Council was endeavouring to influence people’s attitudes.  The exercise would provide valuable experience to build into future reviews.

· Financial incentives, such as savings made in car sharing for example, could be used to encourage people to modify behaviour.  Information technology and the Internet were helping to co-ordinate such schemes more easily.

· Although the Best Value review would have to satisfy Central Government audit processes for such reviews, it would also have to fulfil the Council’s policy and strategy objectives.

(b) Waste Management – Draft Terms of Reference
The Panel was asked to comment on a discussion paper and draft terms of reference for the Best Value review of waste management.  The review would need to provide:

· A clear statement of long term objectives for waste management to guide the Council in a period of change away from its heavy dependence on landfill, and

· A programme of actions to be implemented in the next seven years to ensure that the waste management service delivered best value.

Particular attention was drawn to the importance of time scales for the review. National waste strategy, driven by EU legislation, was currently at a turning point; the cost of waste management was rising rapidly, as was the environmental impact of waste management; and the County’s waste disposal contracts were due for renewal in the short term.  In addition, Cambridgeshire authorities had agreed to prepare a joint Municipal Waste Management Strategy by 2001.

The Panel noted that the Review would involve consultation with a wide range of stakeholders and users of the waste services.  Its terms of reference were based on the five priority areas identified by the Waste Project Team in 1998, i.e. waste minimisation, education and information, increased recycling, active pursuit of new technologies, and greater collaboration between waste collection and disposal authorities.

In discussion, Members offered the following comments, reactions and concerns:

· It was difficult to unify long- and short-term objectives and changes, as short-term changes might not necessarily fit in with long-term strategies.

· It was important to promote better dialogue with the districts so as to exchange accurate information of collection and disposal costings.  Financial trade-offs would be inevitable – reducing landfill would mean increased collection costs because of increased recycling, etc.

· Although the population in Cambridgeshire was rising steadily, waste disposal sites had not planned for such increases.  It would be important in the future to consult early with planners of new housing clusters so that the waste authority was involved from the start.

· Service delivery of large waste disposal companies, which had given rise to concern on occasions, would have to improve to comply with more advanced EU legislation coming in.

4. MILESTONES REVIEW 2000-2005
The Panel was requested to comment on a draft document outlining the context in which the Council was striving to manage the County’s path network and identifying some component tasks to help improve recreation, transport, biodiversity and health in Cambridgeshire.

The Panel recalled that in 1992 the Council had adopted a target of re-opening 90% of all paths by 2000 and had published a Milestones Statement the following year outlining how this would be achieved.  Significant progress had been made on recording and re-opening the path network, although not all Milestones targets had been achieved.  However, progress had been good and maintaining the achievements would need significant management and study.  It was therefore proposed to produce a Milestone Strategy for the next five years.

Members’ guidance was now sought on whether the targets should be reviewed in the light of experience so far, and what standards should be adopted for grass cutting and at what cost.

In discussion, the following points and comments were made:

· Funding for discretionary work done by the Council that was not budgeted for could include sponsored events and input from parishes.  A grant from the Countryside Commission had also been secured.

· Cambridgeshire was the only county to operate a system of farmers’ contracts for the grass cutting of paths.  This was working well as many farmers preferred to retain control over their land.  The system would be put forward for inclusion in the National Good Practice Guide.

· The development process of new paths needed to be mindful of and respecting the needs of landowners.

· It was necessary to budget for the extra grass cutting when opening new paths.

· Since the start of the scheme in the early 1990s, the path network was now serving many more villages and complaints about the state of paths had reduced.  However, control was needed when increasing the number of paths, especially ensuring that paths had a purpose in terms of leading to a destination/link-up.  

5.
PROPOSED ENVIRONMENTAL PANEL WORK PROGRAMME
The Panel agreed the following work programme for the first half of 2000:

Agenda Plan for 2nd March:

· LA21 update including LA21 Round Table’s publication “Working Together” and Council’s draft LA21 statement.

· Annual report on energy management

· Best Value reviews – issues for Panel

· Update on TravelWise – local, regional and national initiatives

· Feedback from “Slim your Bin” campaign

· Results of paths survey

· Update on Biodiversity Action Plans

Agenda Plan for 1st June
· Options for review of Environment 2000

· Climate change

· Progress on biodiversity and its implications for working in the Council

· Results from Autumn 1999 Travel for Work survey and next steps for TFW partnership work

· Air quality – results from Stage 3 of the Review and Assessment process an further action

· County Farms – Farm Management Plans – implications of their implementation

20th July

· Visit to Stibbington and Peterborough MRF
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