Crucial steps towards Dutch health and sustainability
Introduction

Dutch environmental planning laws and regulations have become highly complex and detailed over the last decades.

During recent years it became clear that it obstructed and delayed the regional and local planning process. As well as in society in general as in parliament a growing majority pleaded for faster, less complicated and detailed procedures. At the same time more involvement of all the crucial stakeholders, including citizens was advocated. Finally a proposal for a new environmental law had to be at par with the overall governmental policy where decision making should be done as much as possible on local level. Regulations must promote local responsibility and be based on trust.
The new environmental law: between parliament and practice.

In 2016 a large majority of parliament voted for a new Environmental Act (EA) that will come into effect in 2019 and substitutes 26 previous laws that regulated aspects of environmental planning. Presently we are in the midst of a huge operation of stakeholder consultation on national and local level to facilitate the implementation. Since it is of crucial importance to the government that these stakeholders make arrangements on the basis of mutual trust and respect, the process? suggests room for negotiation. On the other hand, parties only concerned with promoting a limited, sectoral theme will use the negotiating space to claim the importance of their specific issue. 
A national and local vision on a healthy environment.
As part of the implementation process a national vision on the priorities in spatial planning is under development. It is meant to set the priorities for provincial and local visions.. 

Health should play an important role within these visions and is defined in a broader way as the ability to adapt and to self manage. (definition Huber). 
Eventually these visions will give the necessary guidance in the decision making process during concrete development of regional and local plans and projects under the framework of the new EA.
The overall aim of the EA is described as: “to reach and maintain a safe and healthy physical environment with a good environmental quality”.  It means that the national vision has to include a clear description of the importance of health in relation to other major environmental qualities: 
· sustainable economic growth, 
· a climate neutral society, 

· a future proof  accessible living and working environment 

· a valuable living environment.
In brief: the national, provincial and local visions have to give the necessary guidance in order identify and assess the health risks and benefits of spatial plans and projects. 
Health Impact Assessment and the new environmental law
In the implementation process of the EA there is a growing interests from spatial planners for recently developed tools and instruments to describe and quantify health impacts. A recent advise by the Health Council of the Netherlands (Gezondheidsraad) states that the available assessment frameworks suffice but in addition to these, there is a need for a manual to describe how these frameworks can be used in giving answers to concrete questions on health assessment in local practice and how the stakeholder process around it should be organised.
The National Institute for Public Health and the Environment (RIVM, The Netherlands) is asked to support the development of such a manual in close cooperation with representatives from regional and local stakeholders (administrations, regional public health offices, regional environmental offices)
Healthy Environment, Healthy People: guidance for the environmental law
During the process of developing the national environmental vision, the RIVM was asked by the Ministry of Infrastructure and Environment (I&M) to make a brief summary of the major challenges and expected trends on environment and health in order to show the importance of a healthy environment. 
In our description we focussed on the state of health and environment in the Netherlands, the ways to maintain and promote a healthier environment and the process to get there.

· Although life expectancy and quality of life in the Netherlands is comparably high, various actual developments still ask for significant efforts. For instance: the environmental health burden is still around 6% in general with local variation between 4 and 12 %. Other challenges are environment and health inequalities, and e a rapidly ageing society which asks for important interventions in the living environment in order to maintain independence for the elderly and equal access.
· First of all we want to stress the importance of prevention: we need to safeguard basic standards for a healthy environment (eg : measures to reduce air pollution, noise reduction, sufficient primary care centres that deliver good quality care etc.)
· Secondly we focus on developing, maintaining and promoting a healthy living environment through a spatial design and form that is sustainable, attractive and supportive to a healthy lifestyle: safe places for children to play, safe crossings for the elderly, green spaces and water for heat reduction and recreation, cycling and walking facilities etc, etc. with special attention for people with a low income and vulnerable groups: disables, children, elderly. The spatial design also has to support social cohesion, diversity and a mix of various functions.
· Thirdly: creating a healthier environment is only possible in collaboration with all relevant professional stakeholders and citizens concerned. Facilitating this process is crucial for success. To do so, identifying and assessing health benefits and threats  must be on the agenda from the start of the planning process. Its assessment should include local knowledge from citizens and local professionals for the planning process in order to create necessary support from those who have to live in the area.
· Finally: in order to support intersectoral collaboration an integral approach is indispensable. This approach features a commonly endorsed ambition by all sectors and disciplines involved, and a shared responsibility for the process and product of spatial planning. During the process this common ambition has to be sustained through mutual reflection and adjustment. 
Discussion
The Dutch government has embarked on an ambitious journey to simplify environmental regulations in order to make spatial planning procedures more transparent, effective and efficient. Especially on local level, spatial plans are expected to be developed through interaction with stakeholders with a special emphasis on citizens knowledge and involvement.
In general, legitimacy of planning procedures will mostly be tested retrospectively. It is said that mutual trust will be the cornerstone of the development of effective and efficient spatial plans. In this view, differences in abilities (environment and health literacy), power and knowledge are underestimated.

Assessing the health impacts in future spatial plans should be considered within this context. Although the interest in Health Impact Assessment has definitely broadened in recent years towards spatial planners, environmental professionals and concerned citizens, it will be a challenge within the new EA to guarantee that health aspects will be adequately taken into account. As said before: one way to take possible health impacts into account is by putting it on the planning agenda from the start of the process. But that doesn’t safeguard a sufficient consideration of health aspects. In many cases the new policy may lead to all kinds of juridical procedures afterwards that will become contra productive to the principal intentions of the EA. To avoid these procedures, health aspects in spatial planning still have to be assessed more clearly and concrete and attention should be given to this during the implementation phase of the new Environmental Act.
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