Transition NW response to the NW Regional Spatial Strategy
In February 2010 eleven Transition initiatives in the NW submitted a joint response to the NW Development Agency’s Draft NW Integrated Regional Strategy (RS2010) which had been published for public consultation. We received a brief holding response approximately three weeks ago which was swiftly outdated by events. We now know that the coalition government is abolishing the Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) and the Regional Strategies, including the NW Integrated Regional Strategy, have been abandoned. 
The government has indicated that it expects some local authorities to collaborate at sub-regional levels to take forward economic development under new Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs). We have little detail about what this really means. However, it is certain that there will not be a NW economic strategic planning facility. 

While it might look like we wasted some time and effort in putting forward a collective response to the Integrated Regional Strategy we can, and arguably should, take a more positive view on a number of counts:

· we created, or increased, a sense of common purpose and unity amongst the NW Transition initiatives that will be beneficial in the future;

· there remains a need for cooperative action to help individual initiatives and to strengthen and propagate the Transition approach and delivery more widely;

· the document we developed represents a reasonable position statement with other potential uses for which it can be adapted or amended.

But, perhaps most importantly:

· the removal of the RDA regional level of social, economic and environmental development and management leaves a strategic gap which, in a small but important way, the Transition movement can address;

· the advent of the ‘Big Society’ might mark new opportunities and/ or new dangers related to Transition opportunities in local communities with pressed local authorities and other public services.

We have held back, briefly, before reporting back, to allow the new circumstances to become clearer. Unfortunately this is not happening as quickly as we may have liked or expected. What is emerging is the expression of the ‘Localism Agenda’ which will remove a great deal of the broader, strategic levels of government intervention in social, economic and environmental planning and development. The removal of the RDAs is indicative of the ‘Localism Agenda’ implementation at a macro level. 
At a community level we are now seeing the roll-out of the ‘Big Society’ concept. Many commentators, particularly those working in the public,  voluntary and community sectors see some danger in the ‘Big Society’. Many see it as a thinly-veiled mechanism to off-load responsibility for public and community services onto the community and voluntary sector. Transition’s own Rob Hopkins has doubts
 starting with its underpinning perception that Britain’s communities are not active. Having said that the ‘Big Society’ is still early in its evolution.  Transition initiatives will, undoubtedly, stay alert to genuine opportunities that the ‘Big Society’ opens for increased community engagement in local Transition initiatives.
This begs the question whether there is a need for and value in continuing the regional strategic level collaboration amongst Transition initiatives. Ironically, this is arguably more important now that the RDA is being terminated. The Government Offices will also be gone, possibly by October. Transition initiatives in the North West and elsewhere will soon find themselves working alongside their local authorities in new LEP and  ‘Big Society’ arrangements.  

While the Transition Network may well respond at a national level we have a more regional and local need to respond to our particular circumstances. At a wholly practical level it might be best if we wait to see how the new arrangements evolve and to make sure that the NW Transition movement, with its limited resources, shapes up to match the new circumstances.
  However, it may be advantageous and timely to look at this now in the early stages of the new political and operational reality.
It is up to the informal NW Transition network to decide if it wants to pursue this broader collaboration. Perhaps the best way forward would be to retain an email-based network relationship between NW Transition and other related initiatives (not just the eleven that signed up for the response to the NW Integrated Strategy (RS2010). If, at any time network members felt the need to meet we could readily arrange that.
We might like to consider the issues involved and the value and function of a NW network, how it would work. Certainly we want to ensure that the network helps the network members rather than becoming another burden for Transition initiatives. In the first instance NW Transition initiatives might like simply to confirm whether or not they think they might find, in principle, a NW strategic network useful, especially in these changing political and economic circumstances. If so we could then put together some ideas about how it might evolve into a useful mechanism: what it would do and how it would work.
For my part, I think it is worth taking to the next stage and developing these ideas. If the NW Transition network agrees I am happy to put time and effort into developing and co-ordinating these ideas. At this stage no new work would be generated for NW Transition initiatives.
Paul Fitzpatrick

� See  http://transitionculture.org/2010/07/06/3734/


� Perhaps Transition initiatives’ natural, local affiliations might need to be recognised here. While a case can be made for NW Transition initiatives to be mutually associated for strategic purposes we might need to examine sub-regional allegiances. For example, maybe Wirral initiatives have a strongest natural affinity extending to Liverpool and Chester, then Merseyside and the Liverpool city-region, then the Liverpool - Manchester conurbation then the North West? The point is that without a NW RDA the rationale for a NW strategic grouping is reduced. We could also see new thematic associations, for example, coastal towns might have distinctive Transition attributes and issues that could find a joint strategic alliance or representation useful. 








