Chris Inglis editorial FTN March 2006.
Whatever else 2006 holds in store for FTA, we can be certain that we will be invited to respond to a whole raft of consultation documents.  Indeed, we are currently engaged in a number of consultations which have carried over from last year.  Some of these documents are strategic in their ambition, but if one looks below their surface they frequently lack some elements of a true strategy.
Interestingly, the prime minister’s strategy unit has a strategy website (www.strategy.gov.uk) in which there is a section entitled ‘strategy survival guide’.  It is evident that the writer of this guide has a sound grasp of what a strategy should contain.  However, it is not always obvious that the architects of the strategies, on which we are currently being consulted, have heeded the guidance.

The guide defines the questions at the heart of strategy development as:

· What is the issue?

· Where are we now and where are we going?

· Where do we want to get to?

· How do we get there?

It also makes the point that the process is not necessarily as linear as this might suggest.  It seems to me that the final, and arguably most important, question is often the one that is paid the least attention.  Without defining how the aims and objectives are going to be achieved how can progress be monitored and assessed?
Of equal concern is that there is an absence of either co-ordination or hierarchy in consultations on various government strategies.  The government is currently, and simultaneously, consulting on its sustainable development strategy, its rural development strategies and its forestry strategies.  It surely cannot believe that these are mutually exclusive!  
More importantly, how on earth can co-ordinated and well-considered rural strategies be developed in the absence of a land-use strategy?  The opening sentence of the strategy survival guide reads, ‘Strategies help organisations think through what they want to achieve and how they will achieve it.’  
In this post-production subsidy, high energy cost and climate change era, it would be interesting to know how our government would like society to benefit and profit from our country’s precious and limited land resource.  To quote further from its own guide, ‘The best strategies are underpinned by a rich understanding of causes, trends, opportunities, threats and possible futures.’

