
1. INTRODUCTION
 

This is the third Political Strategy Report to be prepared for the LINK Board and Network. Items where a decision of the Board and Network are requested will appear in bold italics. As per the decision of the Board in Spring 2010 the Report is shorter than herteofore – and concentrates on our work within local communities (see 8d Political Horizon Scan – Council Chambers).

2. ELECTIONS
2(a) European elections

The next European Parliament elections are to be held in June, 2014. 
2(b) Westminster elections

The date of the Westminster General Election is May 6th, 2010. A series of LINK sponsored hustings meetings are planned for the election and a hustings pack is available on the website for any members wishing to add a constituency hustings meeting to the existing list. Hustings are being co-ordinated with the Ask the Climate Question campaign (organised by SCCS) amd others such as SCVO. Please see 8(b) Westminster below, for a discussion of the position the movement might take dependent on the results of the Westminster general election.
2(c) Holyrood elections

The next elections for Holyrood will be held on Thursday, 5th May, 2011. Engagement with the political parties concerning manifestos has begun. See Section 2(e), below, for details of the LINK manifesto preparations. Parliamentary Forum will discuss preparations for LINK activity during the campaign itself at its next meeting.
2(d) Council elections
The next local council elections will be held on Thursday, 3rd May, 2012. As per the decision of the Spring 2009 Board and Network meetings this PSR will focus on our work with local councils, including our involvement in local elections. Local council issues are being covered in the LINK rolling manifesto and section 8(d) Council Chambers, below, includes detailed discussion of our local government work.
2(e) LINK Rolling Manifesto

The first drafts of the LINK Rolling Manifesto sections and sub-sections are due to be completed by 31st March, 2010. Second drafts will then be prepared for Task Forces and the Network to comment upon before the final drafts are brought to the Board for approval for publication on the website. It is hoped sections can begin to appear on the website by late midsummer. The Rolling Manifesto will cover all levels of our political activity and will be dealt with in this new section of the PSR hereafter.
3. PARTY RELATIONSHIPS
3(a) Conservatives
The next Conservative conference is due in June 2010. Relationships with the Conservatives are reasonably cordial and cooperative at present – with constructive contacts during the passage of the Marine Act and Scottish Environment Week (SEW), there is evidence of growing appreciation of environmental issues amongst some Tory MSPs, but a continuing detectable diminution of the UK leadership’s enthusiasm for green issues in the run up to the Westminster election, largely as a consequence of the recession.

3(b) Greens

LINK attended the Scottish Green Party conference held in Dumfries from Saturday, 31st October to Sunday, 1st November, 2009. Relationships with the Greens are cordial and cooperative at present with useful contact during the passage of the Marine Act and SEW.
3(c) Labour

The Scottish Labour Party conference was held on March 27th 2010 - cut to a one day rally because of the Westminster election and LINK attend as observers only. Relationships with the relevant Labour spokespeople in the Scottish Parliament are cordial and particularly during the passage of the Marine Act and SEW, but relationships with others continue more difficult, especially in relation to elected Westminster representatives and the issue of energy generation. 
3(d) Liberal Democrats

The Scottish Liberal Democrats’ Spring conference was cut to a weekend pre-election rally and was not attended. Their next open conference will be in October 2010. Relationships with the Liberal Democrats are cordial and cooperative at present – although some strains were experienced during the stages of the Marine Act where it was felt that individual constituency interests were perceptibly a counterbalance to party policy.
3(e) Scottish Nationalists

LINK attended the Scottish National Party conference held in Aviemore from 19th-21st March, 2010 - and will attend their Autumn conference. Relationships with the SNP are reasonably cordial and cooperative at present – although tensions requiring careful management continue to arise because of their role as minority Scottish Government.
4. SCOTTISH LEGISLATION

4(a) Current Legislation
LINK worked hard to influence the development of the Marine (Scotland) Act 2010. Adequate co-ordination of the Scottish Government’s executive and legislative competences and policy approach with that of the UK Government and Westminster was largely achieved. Major LINK ideas and amendments were adopted at Stages 1, 2 and 3 – and amendments from industry bodies were effectively and substantially mitigated in the environmental interest. We can confidently claim to have been a major influence on the very great improvement of the Act during its passage – and in particular with regard to the Act’s explicit commitments in law to the enhancement and protection of the marine environment, and its general duty to sustainable development. Legislative follow-through will remain a major priority within LINK’s work with the removal of some of the uncertainty of the funding of marine. 
Several Task Forces continue to work on the pre-legislative stage for the Wildlife and Natural Environment (Scotland) Bill (WNE) through a temporary LINK Bill Group. LINK submissions covering all relevant aspects of the Bill (inter-alia, deer, wildlife crime, non-native invasive species, the game laws and upland issues) continue to be made. It is expected that the WNE Bill will be introduced to Parliament in late Spring, 2010 and that Stage 1 will be taken in the RAE Committee after it has completed the passage of the Crofting (Scotland) Bill (which LINK members with crofting interests are monitoring) the Parliamentary deadline for which has been extended to May 14th, 2010. This means that the WNE Bill is unlikely to have completed its passage before the Autumn.

4(b) The Legislative Horizon
The legislative horizon is reasonably clear with no major pieces of legislation in sight. No LINK priorities for new legislation have been set and no certain information as to proposed Scottish or Westminster Government legislation beyond the 2009/2010 session of Parliament is known. 
· The Finance (Scotland) Bill 2010, saw no major threats to environmental expenditure or agency budgets, but grave concerns for budgets in future years.
· Sarah Boyack MSP’s Energy Efficiency and Micro-Generation (Scotland) Bill has been withdrawn following concessions within other energy efficiency measures. 

· Discussion of a possible Member’s Bill to tackle the issue of the bull-dozing of hill tracks continues.

· The hybrid bill on the Forth Replacement Crossing has been introduced and sent to a specially established committee for Stage 1 scrutiny. LINK has given oral evidence.
· There are continuing vague rumours that there may be a Bill dealing with environmental law issues, perhaps in 2011, to tidy up existing legislation.  It is worth noting, that even if this doesn’t happen, it adds value to LINK including ‘asks’ on this subject in its own manifesto.

5. SCOTTISH ADMINISTRATION
5(a) Current Administrative Issues
LINK Task Forces are engaged in a vast range of Government consultations and “stakeholder” engagements. The Scottish Government is particularly active in the following fields at present.
· The finalised consolidated Scottish Planning Policy (SPP) document was published by the Scottish Government and contained the hugely increased references to sustainability pursued by LINK’s Planning Task Force although without the detail across the rest of the document that LINK would have preferred. Together with the Planning etc (Scotland) Act 2006 and its National Planning Framework, the SPP is part of the ongoing overhaul of the planning system which is being monitored by the Task Force, with interventions as appropriate.
· The Pack Inquiry into Future Agricultural Support for Scotland has been published by the Scottish Government and the Agricultural Task Force have been working on this together with the European Parliament’s report on the reform of the Common Agricultural Policy.

· The Scottish Government has consulted on its zero waste plan.  It is expected to be published shortly after the debate on the subject in the Scottish Parliament on 29th April, 2010.
· The Scottish Government has, for the first time, published a ‘carbon assessment’ of the spending implications in its Budget for 2010.  While this is an important advance, there are concerns about the lack of clarity concerning which projects account for their ongoing carbon impacts (it seems spending on salaries is carbon costed to account for subsequent behaviour), and which don’t (it seems the increased emissions from new roads are not accounted for).  Member organisations have held discussions with Government officials and MSPs and it is expected work on this will be ongoing. The biggest issues are whether the Government uses this approach to actually inform spending decisions in an iterative way; how they develop the model for significant infrastructure/policy appraisal; and how the budget assessment and policy/infrastructure model interact, including induced impacts as a result of spend (for example in roads).
· Consideration is being given by an ad-hoc group to the independent review of the Scottish Government Budget by a group of experts.
· LINK launched the report “Living with the Land” at Holyrood in November as a contribution to the development of the first Scottish Sustainable Land Use Strategy that is a requirement of the Climate Change Act. The Sustainable Land Use Task Force continues to press for the Strategy to meet expectations and members will attend public consultations across Scotland.
· The Climate Change Task Force is working on monitoring the implementation of the Climate Change Act in tandem with Stop Climate Chaos Scotland – both in respect of mitigation and adaptation. LINK is supporting the IUCN Peat Campaign at a practical and political level.
· LINK has published Working for Sustainable Development through Single Outcome Agreements and the SOA Task Force will continue to deepen our involvement in the field of local government.
· It is hoped that the major restructuring within the Scottish Government civil service covering most areas of environmental responsibility (ostensibly to react to the Climate Change Act) will cause minimum policy disruption.
5(b) Horizon Administrative Issues
Political debate has been dominated by the recession and the papers being published by the Government on the position Scotland might take with independence. LINK representatives discussed the National Conversation on constitutional matters with the Environment Minister, offering the agreed position that these were of only marginal interest to members. 
In the administrative field the following areas are of major and ongoing importance and concern and are subject to long-term discussion by Task Forces.
· The implementation of the River Basin Management Plans and the Flood Risk Management (Scotland) Act will possibly be addressed by the reformed Freshwater Task Force;

· The continuing weak implementation of the Environmental Assessment (Scotland) Act and the SEA regime is being addressed by the Planning Task Force; 
· The implementation of measures for the protection of the marine environment contained in the Marine Bill are being addressed by the Marine Task Force (with particular reference to the development of the marine renewables industry);

· The operation and reform of the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy (including disquieting reviews of its implementation in Scotland) are being addressed by the Agriculture Task Force. 
· The operations of the EU’s Common Fisheries Policy are being monitored by the Marine Task Force.
· The Climate Change Task Force is monitoring the implementation of the Climate Change (Scotland) Act, 2010.
· The Landscape Task Force are pursuing the domestic implementation of the European Landscape Convention.
The accountability of Government Agencies at both UK and Scottish levels (such as SEPA, SNH, The Forestry Commission and Historic Scotland) has been discussed at various levels within LINK as an issue of some concern. It has been observed that the Westminster and Scottish Parliaments have rarely called them to answer questions based on their annual reports and that scrutiny of their operations is work that is too often left to overstretched NGOs and a media with rapidly decreasing environmental expertise. In particular, increasingly grave concerns have been expressed about the perceived divergence of Scottish Natural Heritage from its basic work as an agency to protect the natural heritage. Are the Board and Network content that our relationship with the major Government Agencies and how they are held to account for their performance form the main focus of the next PSR? Should this be extended to a consideration of the whole administrative structure within Scottish Government and whether it could be streamlined?
6. MAJOR SCOTTISH INFRASTRUCTURE AND PLANNING ISSUES

6(a) Current Infrastructure and Planning Issues
Several major planning decisions are in process and have been discussed by the Planning Task Force.

· The Beauly/Denny power line decision has been made by the Scottish Government and remains the subject of disputation. 

· Secondary applications for the golf course development at Menie Links/Forvie have been laid.

· The major application for the development of a luxury golf resort on the south side of Loch Rannoch (formerly Rannoch School) has been objected to by several LINK members (and FCS, SNH and SEPA). 
· Members are also involved in objections to the application for a coal fired power station (with minimal allowance for carbon capture technology) at Hunterston, which has now been laid.
· The Forth Crossing Bill is currently before Parliament as discussed above under current legislation.

6(b) Horizon Infrastructure and Planning Issues
The possibility of disputes in spatial planning in the marine environment between environmental and industrial has been addressed in the discussion of the Marine Act but is, additionally, being addressed by the preparation of a LINK report on Avoiding Conflicts in the Marine Environment. The Scottish Government has allocated ten areas in the Pentland Firth and around Orkney for marine renewables developments (with great fanfare) although all remain to go through the planning process.
Energy developments such as terrestrial windfarms and grid connections remain likely to become controversies in the forseeable future. One of the contentions is likely to be landscape (particularly in undesignated wild land), where energy development is proposed on designated sites. As the economy emerges from recession, the construction industry shall, amongst others, quite probably look to expand rapidly. During previous such periods the political imperative of job creation has placed a degree of pressure on the integrity of the planning process. This may be felt particularly strongly in the field of renewables.
The new NPF process also gives rise to consideration of how LINK and its members might react at a political and campaigning level to individual projects within NPF2 such as contentious transport projects like the  new Forth Road Bridge (including the issue of their funding) as they come forward. A related issue is the probable need to challenge the 'exclusion of need/sustainability from future planning inquiries on national priorities'.
7. SCOTTISH JUDICIAL ISSUES

Access to justice in environmental matters, for relevant parties such as communities or eNGOs, remains prohibitively expensive in Scotland. The Board gave consideration to environmental justice and the comprehensive implementation of Arhus being a major “ask” of the political parties at the next Holyrood election. A basic briefing on the issue is still in preparation as a background document to the rolling manifesto. A breakthrough has occurred though in the first ever Protected Costs Order (PCO), limiting liability for costs for the party bringing the case, being granted by a Scottish court in a case deemed to be in the public interest that would otherwise have remained unheard.
8. POLITICAL HORIZON SCAN

8(a) Brussels and Beyond
Current Issues
Issues of interest to LINK at present include the following.

· LINK members are following the developments in the aftermath of the UN Copenhagen Climate Change Summit, with the next milestone on the way to a firm international response, a UN conference in Mexico City in December this year.

· LINK members are closely following the implementation of the Marine Strategy Framework Directive and the debate around the Industrial Emissions Directive (which has particular importance with regard to CO2 emissions). 
· The EU Common Fisheries Policy is due for major reform in 2012 – and a Green Paper containing the Commission’s proposals was published in April - they are currently consulting on this (ends 31/12/09).  The Scottish government are hosting an international conference on CFP reform in November, are responding directly and via a UK response to the consultation. 

· Discussions begin this year for next major opportunity to change the EU Common Agriculture Policy for the 2014 budget. LINK grasped the opportunity made available when one of Scotland’s seven MEPs, George Lyon, became Rapporteur with regard to the drafting of the Parliament’s views on CAP reform. Meetings were held at which other LINKs were involved.
The EU’s policies on climate change, particularly in the achievement of a common international position at the UN Copenhagen Climate Change summit in December 2009, have been severely set back in recent months. The Obama administration in the USA is showing serious engagement on the issue and China and India are showing signs of serious intent to curb the growth in their emissions, but the Copenhagen outcome was weak. Dispute continues, particularly in relation to the funding of climate change mitigation and adaptation policies in the developing world and their funding by the richer developed western economies. The next COP/MOP meeting is to be held in late November in Cancun, Mexico.
The 10th Conference of the Parties to Convention on Biodiversity (CBD) takes place in October 2010 in Nagoya, Japan. I will consider whether the target of halting the loss of biodiversity has been achieved and new ways forward.
Iceland and Croatia continue to pursue EU membership. Were Iceland to join this might have ramifications for fisheries and marine protection policy. Considerable difficulty is being experienced en route, however, due to domestic opposition and sensitivity over fishing and whaling.
8(b) Westminster 
We will know on May the 7th whether the outcome of the general election is (a) a Labour victory, (b) a Conservative victory or (c) a hung Parliament (with either or both of the Liberal Democrats and the SNP holding the balance of power – and possibly other smaller parties). In the event of outcome (c), LINK may have limited opportunities to influence negotiations between the parties in the aftermath of the election.
Do the Board and Network have priorities within the remit of the Westminster Parliament that should be our key “asks” in the event of a hung Westminster Parliament? What priority should be given to discussions with our colleagues in England, Wales and Northern Ireland in the event of this election?

The way in which “the Calman powers” are transferred to Holyrood may be an issue, with particular concerns amongst LINK members as to the way aggregates and other miscellaneous taxes might be handled if we are to avoid the problems experienced with the landfill tax transfer. The parties have now produced their manifestos. Both the Conservatives and Labour continue to pursue additional nuclear power capacity.  Air travel expansion remains a major policy for both (with variations as to the plans for airports capacity). Transport policy in relation to fighting climate change is a major concern – although there has been some limited encouragement in the form of discussion of the development of high speed rail in the UK. Little if any significant progress towards shifting the fiscal system to an environmental basis has been observed.
The political situation in Westminster will be the major topic for discussion at the Joint LINKs Seminar to be held on 15th and 16th September, 2010 in Chester.
8(c) Holyrood

With the decision to publish only a draft Referendum Bill, the SNP minority Government recognised effectively that they will make no constitutional progress during this Scottish Parliament. Their hope that the result of the Westminster election may change the balance on constitutional matters seems slim – but a new permutation of the relationship between Westminster and Holyrood will inevitably result from any result in the election other than a outright Labour victory. Constitutional issues might well be expected to continue to dominate at Holyrood well into 2010, although it remains likely that a referendum bill will be voted down at Stage 1. The focus might change, however, to relationships with Westminster, dependant on the complexion of the next Westminster Parliament and government.
With the Referendum Bill will go the last major SNP minority government legislative proposal, and the light legislative programme of the last two years might be followed by a very light programme in 2010/11. This might produce opportunities for Committees for intensive inquiries into subjects of interest to LINK or legislative scrutiny following the various pieces of environmental legislation passed over the 11 years. LINK members have been asked to consider what issues they would prioritise for such scrutiny. 
8(d) Council Chambers
Scotland’s Councils have been adapting to a system of proportional voting results and coalitions of parties (and sometimes Independents) in administration being the general rule. Only two of the 32 councils have single party majority administrations. Together with the results of the simultaneous 2007 elections to the Scottish Parliament, which lead to a minority administration at Holyrood, the new pattern of political control has made for major cultural changes in governance. These can be expected to settle down in future years – and as proportionality has had advantages for eNGOs at Holyrood, may well lead to similar opportunities in Scotland’s Council chambers – but only if we have the methods of exploiting the political opportunities available.

In their 2007 policy agreement to freeze Council Tax and abandon Scottish Government control of finances in this Parliament (by removing ring-fencing from budgets), the SNP Government negotiated the “Concordat” with CoSLA. As a result, we have now entered the second series of the required Single Outcome Agreements (SOAs) prepared by Councils and agreed by the Scottish Government. These SOAs are still at an early stage in development but are meant to lay out each Council’s strategy for the local community across the main range of their responsibilities – and to be the foundation of the Community Planning carried through by Councils, Health Boards and other local Agencies in each local council area. Together with the less directive approach operated by the SNP Government, this all amounts to a major change in the pattern of local administration. 
The Board and Network have decided that this PSR process should concentrate our focus on involvement with local councils. Considerable fears that the environment did not do well under the old system and might do worse under the new, as Councils with less ring-fencing of funds, spend more on politically sensitive social and economic programmes, have been voiced. LINK established a small steering group and commissioned a consultant to examine the implications and opportunities presented by SOAs. The report from this process - Working for sustainable development through Single Outcome Agreements – was published recently. 

A structural issue of our involvement at the various levels of government arises. LINK’s member bodies are – constitutionally - national organisations, and LINK’s work has been largely concentrated at Scottish level. At local level, some LINK members have dispersed local groups, some work with independent local environmental or community groups, and others have little if any local organisation. LINK itself falls into this last category. 

This background of political developments in local government together with our organisational structures, gives rise to some strategic questions. Has our relative lack of attention to the local government level hampered our efforts to deliver the real world environmental goods and policies (such as waste reduction programmes, expanding the local cycling and walking networks or delivering better air quality) that we have worked so hard to persuade the Scottish Parliament and Government (and before 1999, the Scottish Office) to put in place? When we persuade Holyrood to pass laws laying general duties on all public bodies, including local authorities (for fighting climate change, delivering river basin management or to enhance and protect the marine environment) do we not have a serious responsibility then to try to ensure that these public bodies are held to account for their performance of the legally binding duties?

It is often the case that we, as either LINK or as individual LINK members, don’t really know what is happening Scotland’s Councils. We have no systems for monitoring delivery in Scotland’s 32 councils. Until the publication of Working for sustainable development through Single Outcome Agreements, we had no list of the environmental duties of local councils – and the list we now have is far from comprehensive. What we do have is a general feeling - unsupported by any real systemic evidence - that environmental policy initiatives can often seep away in the sands of council administration. We do have, however, an active SOA Task Force with a workplane centred on influencing the third round of SOAs and the 2012 elections.
Are the Board and Network in agreement that we need better levels of engagement with Scotland’s councils? Does this mean that we must discuss and promote environmental activism at local level? 
If we agree that something requires to be done to improve our engagement at local level, observation strongly suggests that councils are most likely to react to concerted, long-term pressure from local groups as opposed to national organisations. 

If we are to tackle this we could work in several ways to maximise the productivity of our limited resources. At national, LINK level, we might:

1. build on the list of the duties of Councils so that we have a comprehensive overview of their environmental responsibilities;

2. discuss the priority of the various duties on the list in order to try and target our efforts;

3. ask questions and gather information (by use of Parliamentary questions or centrally organised requests to the 32 local authorities) to establish a better system for assessing and monitoring the performance of these duties; 

4. assess and review the way that environmental groups can make the most impact at local level;

5. investigate ways of helping to strengthen local environmental groups – both within and outwith LINK);

6. consider whether improvement of the networking of local groups is required (and if it is, how it might be best achieved);

7. create “tools” (such as campaigning materials at and between local elections, or information briefings) that could be used in campaigns by local environmentalists (for example to influence the improvement of environmental commitments in SOAs); 

8. build on the local level “asks” within the LINK Rolling Manifesto to lobby the political parties with regard to their national manifestos for local authority elections (and co-ordinate this with local efforts to influence the increasingly prevalent local manifestos);

9. co-ordinate the efforts of LINK members in all of these tasks to avoid duplication; and

10. review and improve our relationships with local government bodies such as CoSLA and SOLACE.

To fulfil these objectives would require, at least, an active Task Force prepared to take on the job and to promote and co-ordinate activity amongst LINK member organisations. The SOA Task Force already have an ambitious plan in this respect – but with serious concerns as to capacity. At best, resources might be sought to find staff support for such an effort. It is a very major task – but the results might be very significant. Thinking globally and acting locally remains central to achieving sustainable development. How do the Board and Network wish to proceed? What resource implications might arise?
10. OTHER STRATEGIC ISSUES
Constitutional reform has already been mentioned as an issue of increasing debate inside Scotland. The LINK position has been to insist that it is the quality of the management of our natural and cultural heritage that is important rather than the constitutional mechanisms used to deliver this management. As a consequence, our involvement in the Calman Commission and the National Conversation were kept to the bare minimum. A consultation on the draft Referendum Bill is currently under way. Do the Board and Network want to participate or not?
11. CONCLUSION
This third PSR contains fewer questions than earlier iterations. As agreed it has focused on local issues. Many important areas are covered, however, and large strategic issues have emerged.  Are there any areas that the Board and Network wish to concentrate on in the next PSR (in addition to the suggestion of our relationships with Government Agencies)?
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