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1 Introduction

The Centre for Sustainability (C4S) at TRL Limited was commissioned by Wokingham District Council (WDC) to examine the sustainability of the instructions received from the South East Regional Assembly in relation to housing allocations highlighted in the draft Regional Spatial Strategy – the South East Plan. To achieve this commission C4S conducted an independent review of various documents (outlined below) to highlight observations as to how the draft South East Plan and associated documents had addressed sustainability issues to date. Particular emphasis is placed, in this report, on any areas of concern identified through the review that may have implications for the success of WDC in achieving the proposed housing allocations in a sustainable manner.
The documents reviewed in this commission were specified in the brief from WDC and included, but were not limited to the:

· South East Plan: Revised advice on preparing the district level housing distribution (May 2005);
· South East Plan Part 1: Core regional policies (July 2005);
· Second draft Sustainability Appraisal report version for plenary (July 2005);
· Regard to other supporting material as outlined in the brief.
The review of the documents focused on two particular aspects: 

· Conformity with legislation and current government guidance;

· Whether social, economic and environmental issues are addressed in a sustainable manner.
The review makes observations about the sustainable development structure of the draft plan as a whole and does not provide any advice or recommendations as to revision of the proposed housing allocation figures or how these could be distributed differently. The report is purely intended to highlight identified issues with regard to conformity with current government policy, legislation or guidance; and identify tensions or inconsistencies in enabling local authorities to achieve sustainable development.
Section 2 of the report consists of the main review findings divided into three sections to highlight the observations identified in each of the documents considered. Section 3 of the report provides a summary of the significant issues identified through the review.

2 Review Findings
2.1 Review of the Draft South East Plan
2.1.1 Introduction

The South East Plan (‘the draft Plan’)
 is the emerging Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS) for the whole of the South East of England. As part of its core strategy it proposes that 28,900 new homes are to be built annually (in total 578,000 homes by 2026) to support projected economic growth and population increase.  2,570 houses are to be built annually (in total 51,400 by 2026) in the Berkshire part of the Western Corridor and Blackwater Valley sub region (section C table C3).

This section of the report considers the Plan against current legislation and government guidance before turning to the balance of economic, social, environmental and wider sustainability issues. 

2.1.2 Legislation and current government guidance

The conformity of the draft Plan with Planning Policy Statement 1, Planning Policy Statement 11, and possible implications of the newly designated Thames Basin Heaths Special Protection Area on the proposed housing growth, are considered below.
2.1.2.1 Planning Policy Statement 1 Delivering Sustainable Development
 (PPS 1) 
PPS1 sets out the overarching planning policies for England which place delivering sustainable development at the heart of the planning system. As such all lower tier plans and policies need to be in conformity with PPS1. ‘Delivering Sustainable Development’ sets the framework for the review of the draft Plan.
PPS1 clearly states that planning should facilitate and promote sustainable development by, “…making suitable land available for development in line with economic, social and environmental objectives…” and “protect and enhance the natural…environment, the quality and character of the countryside, and existing communities” (Pg 2). PPS1 goes further in stating that “A high level of protection should be given to most valued…landscapes, wildlife habitats and natural resources. Those with national and international designations should receive the highest level of protection” (Pg 7). These issues are considered in the draft Plan but concern is raised that due to the draft Plan’s emphasis on economic growth; environmental protection may be viewed as a secondary issue and that in practice the suggested housing growth may be unsustainable when considered against the above objectives outlined in PPS1. This statement is explored in further detail throughout this report.
2.1.2.2 Planning Policy Statement 11 Regional Spatial Strategies (PPS 11)

PPS 11
 replaced PPG11 and sets out the procedural policies for the preparation and revision of Regional Spatial Strategies (RSS). Its main principles are to better deliver policy at the regional level and contribute to the Government’s Sustainable Communities Plan by, inter alia, ensuring that any draft RSS revision is prepared with the objective of contributing to the achievement of sustainable development.

Section 1.5 sets out that policies in the RSS will need to be sufficiently detailed to provide clear guidance for Local Development Documents (LDDs) and/or regional or local strategies and programmes, although the RSS has to strike the right balance between providing a clear strategic framework and avoiding unnecessary detail. The level of detail provided in the draft Plan could be improved. For example, in the section D3-4.1 Housing, the Plan acknowledges that there are possible conflicts e.g. between the provision of housing, the protection of the countryside and creating sustainable communities which need be balanced out in local Development Plan Documents (DPDs). Further guidance as to how this could be achieved would be welcomed.

PPS 11 section 1.7 states (amongst others) that the RSS should:
· Be consistent with and supportive of other regional frameworks and strategies, including the Regional Sustainability Framework (RSDF);
· Be focused on delivery mechanisms which make clear what is to be done by whom and by when;
· Contribute to the achievement of sustainable development.
The Integrated Regional Framework
 (IRF) is the regional sustainable development framework for the South East and provides the context for the Plan. It defines a number of objectives such as (section B-6):

· To reduce the risk of flooding (2);
· To create and sustain vibrant communities (3);
· To reduce air pollution (11);
· To enhance the region’s biodiversity (13);
· To reduce road congestion (15);
· To reduce the global, social and environmental impact of consumption of resources (16);
· To reduce waste generations (17);
· To maintain and improve water quality (18).
In practice there could be conflicts between the draft Plan and IRF objectives e.g. promoting economic growth and delivering housing development vs. IRF objectives 2, 3, 11, 13, 15, 16, 17 and 18. Moreover, the Plan, although formally committed to achieving sustainable development and contributing to the achievement of the IRF objectives (policy CC1), does not truly seem to put this into practice as explored later in this report; in particular environmental considerations often seem to be overridden by economic and social concerns.

According to PPS 11 section 2.4 the draft RSS revision should also be consistent with national Public Service Agreement (PSA) targets. The Government set a Public Service Agreement (PSA) target that 95% of Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs), by area, should be in ‘favourable condition’ or unfavourable but recovering condition’ by 2010
. It should be further explored if the envisaged housing growth could lead to the degeneration or delay of improvement of the condition of SSSIs in the region. If so, the draft Plan would conflict with section 2.4 of PPS 11.

2.1.2.3 Implications of the Newly Designated Thames Basin Heaths Special Protection Area (SPA)
The draft Plan’s Statement of Strategy for the Western Corridor Blackwater Valley sub region proposes that (section C-4.5.3):
· The aim is to ensure that the economy grows in a sustainable way with limited additional pressure on land and labour resources;
· The possible release of MoD land and the newly designated Thames Basin Heaths SPA have to be considered.
In terms of housing allocations this raises two issues. Firstly, it cannot be guaranteed that MoD land will be available on time and/or suitable to accommodate the proposed housing growth. Secondly, the SPA could reduce the land available for new housing developments and place additional constraints on other areas due to required mitigation measures.

Thames Basin Heaths was proposed as a Special Protection Area (SPA) under the EU Birds Directive 79/409/EEC
  on 9 March 2005
 and achieved classified status shortly afterwards
 (SPA EU code UK9012141). The Birds Directive and its amending acts aim to provide long-term protection and conservation of all bird species naturally living in the wild within the European territory of the Member States (except Greenland).

The heaths and woodlands in the Thames Basin were designated due to its large populations of the Dartford Warbler (28 % of UK population), the Nightjar (8% of UK population) and the Woodlark (10% of UK population). The SPA consists of 13 component Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) and covers an area of 8,283.43 hectares of Berkshire, Hampshire and Surrey
.

From a planning perspective Planning Policy Statement 9 (PPS 9)
 deals with the protection of biodiversity and geological conservation. It states,“…the aim of planning decisions should be to prevent harm to biodiversity and geological conservation interests. Where granting planning permission would result in significant harm to those interest, local planning authorities will need to be satisfied that the development cannot reasonably be located on any alternative sites that would result in less or no harm.” 
Under UK legislation SPAs and candidate SPAs are considered in the same way and enjoy statutory protection. Regulation 48 of the Habitats Regulations states that “any plan or programme” that is likely to have a significant effect on a site requires appropriate assessment. As part of that English Nature, as the statutory body, has to be consulted as to whether an ‘appropriate assessment’ is required and what form this should take. If the adverse effects cannot be mitigated the development should normally not go ahead. A recent publication
  highlighted that UK Government Policy states that Articles 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive (which relate to “appropriate assessment”) do not apply to development plans (see PPS 9 for further details). This decision has been demonstrated in a recent European Court judgement to contravene the Habitats Directive, “…as a result of the failure to make land use plans subject to appropriate assessment…Articles 6(3) and (4) of the Habitats Directive has not been transposed sufficiently clearly and precisely into UK law…” (Paragraph 56,  Case C-6/04 Commission of the European Communities v United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland). Planning circular 06/2005 (Biodiversity and Geological Conservation) is currently being updated following this ruling.  
RSPB
 and English Nature
 are concerned that new housing and other developments could lead to negative environmental impacts on the SPA due to increased visitor pressure, in particular dog walkers. Other major concerns are the risk of increased uncontrolled fires on the heathlands and the effects of predation of heathland wildlife by domestic cats introduced to the area. 

In 2005 English Nature published a document entitled "Thames Basin Heaths - A new approach to housing allocations and nature conservation"
. It documents progress on the Thames Basin Heaths Delivery Plan which has a lifetime of three years and will, amongst others:
· Put in place measures for conservation of the heathland bird populations linked to housing allocations;
· Provide greater clarity for developers over where new housing may be located and associated planning conditions.
Figure 1: Planning zones around Thames Basin Heaths SPA (source English Nature).

Two planning zones are proposed around the SPA (Figure 1). Within zone 1, which is directly adjacent to the SPA, no new housing development should be permitted. Within zone 2, tiered conditions for new or improved greenspace provision would apply to any new housing development informed by an appropriate assessment of the recreational needs of the local community. The requirement for new greenspace arising from each housing development will be calculated according to a formula based on number and types of the proposed housing development. In addition, other measures, such as, re-routing of foot paths and changes to parking provision might be applied to steer the public away form particularly sensitive parts of the SPA.

English Nature expects that SPA issues will have to be taken into account as part of the combined Sustainability Appraisal /Strategic Environmental Assessment process at a regional and local level (for information on SA/SEA please see section 2.3 of this report). To date the importance of the Thames Basin Heaths Special Protection Area has not been addressed in the SA/SEA of the draft Plan. Furthermore no reference is made within any of the published SA documents to either the Birds Directive or Habitats Directive and the potential for significant impacts on a Natura 2000 site and the possible requirement for an Appropriate Assessment. Following the European Courts judgement and the revision of circular 06/2005 it is likely that the SA/SEA of the South East Plan will require a more vigorous assessment of the plans impacts on the SPA.  In the Wokingham area the SPA could constrain new housing developments not only in zone 1 but also developments in zone 2 if no additional green spaces can be provided in the District as mitigation.
2.1.3 Consideration of social, economic and environmental issues

The draft Plan is split into several different sections (A, B, C, D1-D10); these sections have been analysed below where necessary in relation to their consideration of social, economic and environmental issues.

2.1.3.1 Section A - Challenges

The Plan states that sustainable development is one of the central themes of the Plan. This does not fully translate into the Plan objectives which seem to focus more on economic and social issues. This is supported by the fact only 3 out of the 21 objectives are clear ‘environmental’ objectives (section A-4.2). Moreover, some of the Plan objectives could be incompatible with each other and would benefit from further consideration with regard to how incompatibilities can be avoided: e.g. promoting economic growth, delivering housing and infrastructure development (ii, iv and vi) with increased emphasis on natural resource management/efficiency and protection of the region’s natural environment (xi and xiii).
2.1.3.2 Section C – Strategy Options and Core Strategy

The Plan’s vision is for a healthy region with a sustained quality of life, measured by the well-being of its citizens, the vitality of its economy, the wealth of its environment and the prudent use of natural resources (section C-1.3). This is to be welcomed and at first inspection is fairly balanced from a sustainability point of view, but this does not fully translate into appropriate actions later in the Plan. 
The Plan states that the inter-relationship of housing development with other economic, environmental and social dimensions is of critical importance but of particular significance is the relationship with economic growth (section C-3.3.3). Thus, economic issues seem to override social and environmental issues. Furthermore, aims of the preferred spatial strategy are defined as (section C-3.4):

· To promote sustainable development of communities;
· To ensure that development only takes place when the necessary infrastructure is available;
· To protect and enhance the region’s key environmental, cultural and heritage assets.
These aims may not be achievable at  the proposed level of house building in all localities. 

The Plan sets out Statements of Strategy for the 10 sub-regions of the Southeast (section C-4.5.3). It is stated, inter alia, that:
· Account needs to taken of the quality of the built and natural environment and opportunities for their improvement;
· The provision of affordable housing must be clear and positive part of the strategy and proposals. 
These statements are to be welcomed. However, a large annual provision of new housing and higher quantities of affordable housing could negatively affect the quality of the built and natural environment.

Another important point to highlight is that section C-3.3.1 uses a definition for sustainable development based on the Government Strategy for Sustainability: ‘A Better Quality of Life’ from 1999. This strategy was superseded by the new UK Sustainable Development Strategy ‘Securing the Future’
 which moves away from the three pillars of sustainability and instead focuses more explicitly on environmental limits. In particular the old framework set out the aim of ‘high and stable levels of economic growth’. This has been replaced by ‘achieving a sustainable economy’ and ‘living within environmental limits…respecting the limits of the planets environment, resources and biodiversity…” (Pg 16, Securing the Future). However, Policy CC1 Sustainable Development (section D1) refers in its definition of sustainable development to the new UK Sustainable Development Strategy mentioned above. These inconsistencies should be avoided by applying only the most recent definition of sustainable development, which makes it more difficult to override environmental limits due to economic or social considerations.

Finally, improving Quality of Life emerged as an overarching theme of the draft Plan. The planned housing growth might not necessarily support this aim (section C-5.10.4); particularly if housing growth is not de-coupled from traffic congestion, and increased waste production.
2.1.3.3 Section D1 – The Regional Policy Framework

The draft Plan sets out a number of cross cutting and topic specific policies. It should be noted that the policies outlined below, although welcomed, will be difficult to achieve in light of the proposed housing growth. 
· Policy CC1 Sustainable Development sets out that the principle of the Plan shall be to achieve and maintain sustainable development. Moreover, all public authorities shall ensure that their actions contribute to meeting the objectives set out in the Integrated Regional Framework. However, section D1-1.4 states that ‘although the achievement of overall sustainable development across the region will not be achieved in the Plan period, it is essential that we achieve progress in that direction’.

· Policy CC2 Climate Change states that the Plan will promote measures to mitigate and adapt to climate change, whereby mitigation will primarily be addressed through greater resource efficiency.

· Policy CC3 Resource Use aims for increased efficiency of resource use.

· Policy CC4 Sustainable Construction proposes the incorporation of sustainable construction standards, the aim to exceed the requirements of the Building Regulations and to increase recycling of construction waste.

· Policy CC5 Infrastructure and Implementation requires that new development shall not proceed until the necessary infrastructure is available or provided in time.

· Policy CC8 Urban Focus and Urban Renaissance seeks to achieve that at least 60% of all new houses are to be built on previously developed land (‘brownfield sites’).

· Policy CC10 Green Belts and Strategic Gaps states that existing green belts will be retained and strategic corridors will be protected. Considering that parts of Western Corridor and Blackwater valley sub region are already built up this may be difficult to achieve.

· Policy CC12 Character of the Environment and Quality of Life aims to actively encourage the conservation and the enhancement of the character distinctiveness, to create a high quality environment and a high quality of life.

2.1.3.4 Section D3 - Housing

The housing policies are designed to support an urban renaissance, deliver sustainable development and make a vital contribution to the healthy region objective. The draft Plan states that housing allocations should translate into high quality homes (section D3-1.3.3). Concern is raised as to whether the proposed numbers of houses can be provided in the form of high quality housing within sustainable communities. Policy H2 Delivering Adequate Levels of Housing prescribes that local authorities will phase the development of large sites with the provision of infrastructure to ensure that overall housing allocations can be met (section D3-3). In the light of the long lead time of many infrastructure projects it seems unlikely that both can be achieved: the timely provision of infrastructure and the delivery of the planned number of houses.
In the South East 71% of new developments were provided on previously developed land (section D3-1.4.2). According to the draft Plan up to 40% of new developments will be provided on undeveloped sites. This increases pressure on the natural environment and may potentially conflict with the UK Sustainable Development Strategy where environmental limits are exceeded. The draft Plan acknowledges that there are possible conflicts e.g. ‘between the provision of housing, the protection of the countryside and creating sustainable communities which need be balanced out in local Development Plan Documents (DPDs) (section D3-4.1)’. It is unclear however at this stage if all local authorities will be able to achieve this balance.

The draft Plan states that there needs to be a significant increase in affordable housing (section D3-5.3) which could be provided in regional growth areas and other major greenfield sites (section D3-5.2). The aim to provide a significant increase in affordable housing (which will in part utilise greenfield sites) could conflict with other objectives of the Plan, such as: 

· Protecting the natural environment (objective xiii);
· Providing high quality housing (objective xxi).
The Plan states that higher densities can be successfully achieved with sufficient attention to careful design (section D3-6.1). Again, the provision of higher density housing could conflict with the aim to improve quality of life. It may be difficult to achieve all objectives in all locations: the provision of high quality housing, more affordable housing and the provision of a large number of new houses per year. Furthermore Policy H3 The Location of Housing requires that new housing: 

· Needs to meet the district requirements;
· Should be in sustainable locations which have the necessary infrastructure, services and community provision (section D3-4.2);
· Can be well served by a choice of transport modes.
Considering that parts of transport network in the region are already operating near capacity (section D4-1.3) more housing would require a substantial investment in transport infrastructure which might be difficult to provide in time for the envisaged number of houses. This in itself could have negative implications for the environment and quality of life issues.

2.1.3.5 Section D4 – Communications and Transport

Policy T1 Manage and Invest sets out that relevant regional strategies and plans shall include measures that minimise negative environmental impacts. This policy may be difficult to achieve since more housing will put more stress on the transport system and/or require new transport infrastructure, thus leading to potentially adverse environmental effects.

2.1.3.6 Section D5 – Sustainable Natural Resource Management

The draft Plan states that, “Sustainable natural resource management is a key theme of the plan. This means ensuring greater efficiency in our use of natural resources, the reduction of pollution and waste, and ensuring that features of importance are protected and enhanced, including wildlife and landscapes” (section D5-1.3). These aims could be difficult to achieve since the planned provision of new houses, without a step change in current practice, would require more mineral resources and give rise to more waste (section D5-2.11), pollution and increase pressure on wildlife and landscape.
Policy NRM1 Sustainable Water Resources sets out that water supply, ground water and river quality will be maintained and enhanced (section D5-3.9). However, the draft Plan acknowledges that a growing population will place extra demands on sewerage and waste-water treatment infrastructure. Considering that the South East is one of the driest regions in the UK (section D5-3.1), water standards are increasing and it takes considerable time to provide new water infrastructure, as acknowledged in the Plan (sections D5-3.8 and D5-4.2), the planned provision of new housing could have adverse effects on water resources as already experienced in some parts of the region (section D5-3.2) and contradict this policy. Therefore, it seems challenging to achieve all the planned housing growth and the timely provision of the necessary infrastructure while maintaining and enhancing water resources.

Policy NRM3 Sustainable Flood Management states that inappropriate development should not be permitted in zones 2 and 3 of the flood plain (section D5-5.9). It also acknowledges that in some instances the need to live with some level of flood risk has to be accepted. If developments on flood plains are to be avoided this places constraints on the possible area for new housing which has the potential to increase pressures on other parts of the natural environment, such as undeveloped greenfield sites and designated areas.

Policy NRM4 Conservation and Improvement of Biodiversity states that a net loss of biodiversity should be avoided and opportunities to achieve a net gain should be pursued (section D5-6.8). The Plan recognises that there have been major losses of habitats and species populations in the region over recent decades (section D5-6.3) partially due to inappropriate development and fragmentation. The planned housing growth, which will partially take place on both greenfield and brownfield sites, has the potential to lead to a further decline in biodiversity and fragmentation. For possible impacts on Thames Heaths Basin SPA see section 2.1.2.3 ‘Implications of the newly designated Thames Basin Heaths SPA’.

Policy NRM7 Air Quality aims to improve local air quality by e.g. reducing the environmental impacts of transport and congestion management. Air quality has been improving in recent years (in terms of particulates) but the Plan acknowledges that there are locations in the region with poor air quality exists largely due to emissions from transport (section D5-9.1). The planned housing growth could increase overall transport demand and put further pressure on the existing transport system and require new infrastructure. Further evidence is required to demonstrate that housing growth can be de-coupled from traffic growth. The OECD Environment Directorate is currently undertaking a project entitled “Decoupling transport impacts and economic growth.”
 Until evidence is provided for how decoupling can be achieved in practice the precautionary principle should be applied. 
Policy EN1 Development Design for Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy sets out that at least 10% of energy demand of new developments should come from renewable sources e.g. by incorporating passive solar design, solar water heating and heat pumps. The Plan’s focus on affordable housing and the considerable number of houses to be built annually may make this difficult to implement, particularly due to associated costs and lack of experience of housebuilders in implementing mass scale technology.

2.1.3.7 Section D6 – Countryside and Landscape Management

Section D6-1.10 states that the character of landscape, towns and other areas is a recognised component of sustainable development and necessary changes should not sacrifice local character. The planned housing growth, could potentially lead to adverse effects on townscape and landscape character if not carefully designed.

2.1.3.8 Section D7 – Managing the Built Environment

Section D7-2.6 states that too often in recent decades urban and suburban areas have been blighted by poor quality design which pays little or no attention to local character or context. Hence, section D7-2.8 stresses the importance of high quality design. Achieving high quality design seems to be challenging in light of the planned rapid housing growth and the planned provision of more affordable housing.

The Plan acknowledges that many suburban areas in the South East are facing considerable pressure from new development and its impact on quality of life is a strategic issue for the region (section D7-3.2). However, the measures proposed to address negative effects on quality of life from new development (e.g. a ‘healthcheck” of social and physical capital; section D7-3.4) might not be sufficient to avoid a reduction in quality of life. Further evidence of the success of ‘healthchecks’ as a tool is required.

2.1.3.9 Section D9 – Social, Cultural and Health Dimension

The draft Plan acknowledges that the planned population and housing growth will require additional investment in community infrastructure. This includes facilities such as hospitals, GP surgeries, schools, amenity and leisure facilities etc. Adverse social and quality of life effects associated with a large growth in population and the additional pressures placed on existing services can only be totally avoided or reduced where these facilities are made available prior to large increases in demand. Due to limited funding and other constraints it is unclear if the community infrastructure could be developed in time to cope with the increased population associated with the proposed housing growth.  

2.2 Review of the ‘South East Plan: Revised Advice on preparing the District Level Housing Distribution’
2.2.1 Introduction

The “South East Plan: Revised Advice on Preparing the District Level Housing Distribution” was published in May 2005 by DTZ Pieda Consulting on behalf of the South East Regional Assembly. The document is designed to assist local authorities in meeting the requirements set out in the developing South East Plan. The individual Regional Spatial Strategies must present housing figures for individual districts or appropriate sub regional housing market areas as part of individual areas Development Plan Documents (DPD). The South East England Regional Assembly, as the responsible body for the development of the RSS, publishes these housing figures for individual districts in the Plan.

The Revised Advice stated aims are to provide;
· A non-prescriptive and non mechanistic device for arriving at housing estimates;
· A consistent approach to the compilation of housing estimates; 
· An approach which reflects the policies and principles contained in the Draft South East Plan published January 2005.
The document is split into three main sections;
· General introduction to the recommended approach and conceptual framework of this approach;
· Guidance on how to get started with the assessment and the timetable for assessments;
· Detail on the three individual stages of the approach. 

The three individual stages are designed so that local authorities work from the most known and most quantifiable data to the least known and qualitative data. The stages are in order from the most known; 

1. The housing contribution that can be made from established commitments for housing development within the defined plan period;
2. The additional potential for housing development identified in the urban potential assessments (split into two parts 2006-16 & 2016-26); and
3. The requirement and optimal distribution by district of housing development on previously developed sites and green field sites not included in the previous two categories.

The DTZ report contains diagrams to assist the local authorities understand the conceptual framework and the calculations of housing allocation. Guidance is also provided for stage 3 including key questions, constraints and opportunities, developing and appraising spatial options, iteration and preferred district housing distribution.
2.2.2 Legislation and current government guidance

2.2.2.1 Planning Policy Statement 11 - Regional Spatial Strategies (PPS 11)
The South East England Plan and supporting guidance should comply with the requirements set out within PPS 11. PPS11 states that the RSS should provide a broad development strategy for the region for a fifteen to twenty year period and that the following matters should be taken into account:

· Identification of the scale and distribution of provision for new housing;

· Priorities for the environment, such as countryside and biodiversity protection; and

· Transport, infrastructure, economic development, agriculture, minerals extraction and waste treatment and disposal. 
This broad sustainability strategy is not made as evident as it could be in the “Revised Advice on Preparing the District Level Housing Distribution”. This would help to reinforce the importance of these broader sustainability issues when considering how to prepare the District Level housing distribution.
2.2.3 Consideration of social, economic and environmental issues

The general methodology and conceptual framework for preparing district level housing distribution from the Guidance document follows a very sensible and reasonable premise of identifying the most known and quantitative data first before moving to the least known and qualitative data. See Figure 2 below.
The most subjective data block is Block D “Previously Developed Land/ Greenfield sites”. The South East Plan: Revised Advice on Preparing the District Level Housing Distribution’ has several pages of general guidance for Block D but does not give any prescriptive guidance. This will allow considerable scope for interpretation and divergence by south east local authorities. The outcome of this may be that sustainable development is not achieved on a regional basis.





Figure 2: Revised Advice General Methodology 
The general guidance lists a number of factors to consider in the process of option appraisal. This list is provided deliberately in no order of importance. This allows flexibility for the local authority to weight these constraints and opportunities locally and does carry a risk that some regional issues of importance may be weighted differently by local authorities. These factors are not identified in the document as being specifically environmental, social or economic in nature; however they have been included here in this format for clarity (see Table 1: Potential Constraints and Opportunities)

Table 1: Potential Constraints and Opportunities.

	Potential Environmental Constraints and Opportunities

	· Planning Designations (Green Belt)

· Environmental Designations (e.g. AONB, RAMSAR, SPA’s, SACs, World Heritage sites).

· Flood Risk

· Water Supply / Waste Treatment

	Potential Social Constraints and Opportunities

	· Public Transport Availability

· Social and Community Infrastructure

· Community Aspirations

	Potential Economic Constraints and Opportunities

	· Housing Markets

· Deliverability and Market Appetite

· Labour Supply and Demand

· Strategic Sites

· Utilities (availability of infrastructure)

· Highways Capacity and Congestion Issues 

· Highways Commitments


It is unclear how these factors have been identified for inclusion in the Revised Advice. As can be seen in table above some potentially important topic issues such as sustainable energy use and resource use are not listed in the Constraints and Opportunities, despite these considerations being central to the integrated strategy for the region.
2.2.3.1 Conceptual Framework - Policy Influence 

Figure 3 (Page 6) of the report shows a diagram on Policy Influence. This diagram shows the relationship between:
· The South East Plan;
· Core Cross-Cutting Polices;
· Location of Housing; and
· Approach to distribution and approach to defining specific allocation by district area.

Five cross cutting policies are seen to be significant in the diagram. These are:
· CC4 Infrastructure and Implementation; 

· CC5 Use of Public Land;
· CC7 Urban Focus;
· CC8 Spatial Emphasis;
· CC9 Green belt and Strategic Gaps (Environmental).
Only one of these has a clear environmental focus CC9 Green Belt and Strategic Gaps. The others are social or economic policies. Several additional cross-cutting policies in the text of the guidance (pages 17&18) are not included on the diagram including:
· CC1 Active management;
· CC2 Climate Change (Environmental);
· CC3 Resource use (Environmental/Economic);
· CC4 Infrastructure and implementation;
· CC6 Interregional connectivity.
This seems to imply that these additional cross-cutting policies are secondary when examining housing allocation needs. Figure 3 also shows Policy H3 “Location of Housing”. The diagram shows that there should be a balanced approach between; 
· Environmental sustainability;
· Social sustainability

· Economic sustainability

This conceptual idea is not made explicitly clear in the wording of the document and there is no guidance on this idea in the guidance text (see Section 7.16 Page 18).
2.2.3.2 Block D Appraisal Previously Developed Land and Greenfield Sites

Section 7 provides guidance on how to assess the potential unallocated housing requirement from Blocks A to C. To do this a 5 step approach is recommended (Section 7.4 page 14):
1. Identifying Opportunities and Constraints;
2. Developing Spatial Options;
3. Implied District Housing Distribution;
4. Option Appraisal;
5. Iteration and preferred District Housing Distribution.
Within Step 1, Identifying Constraints and Opportunities, there is high risk of regional and other Local District assessments differing widely especially when it comes to assessing the constraints and opportunities. Each local authority may concentrate on a different range of environmental/ social /and economic factors dependant on knowledge of local/regional factors and pressures from different stakeholders and thus have a different model of regional cross-boundary influences. (Pages 14-16). 
Within Step 4, Option Appraisal, it is proposed that each spatial option is tested in terms of:
· Conformity to the policies and principles set out in the South East Plan;
· Principles of sustainability;
· Principles of deliverability.
Section 7.15 (Pg 17) states that, “Each of the identified options must be explicitly considered within the policy framework established by the South East Plan consultation draft and by other complementary documents such as the Integrated Regional Framework”(Page 17). This means that the policies and principles set out in the draft Plan and Integrated Regional Framework will have a significant influence on the outcome of the option appraisals. If these two documents do not reflect a proper balance between the sustainability elements of environment, social and economic elements; then this may distort the overall testing of the option appraisals towards one or more of the sustainability elements. 

2.3 Review of South East Plan Sustainability Appraisal (incorporating the requirement of the SEA Regulations)

2.3.1 Introduction

Sustainability Appraisal (SA) is a requirement of the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act (2004) and helps Regional Planning Bodies to fulfil the objective of contributing to the achievement of sustainable development in preparing their spatial strategies.  The purpose of sustainability appraisal (SA) is to promote sustainable development through the integration of social, environmental and economic considerations into the preparation of spatial plans and programmes, including the preparation of revisions of Regional Spatial Strategies (RSSs)
.  

The SA process is an integral part of producing a draft revision of a RSS, and needs to be started at the initial stages of the RSS development to enable input at each stage of decision making. SA should also be used for developing monitoring arrangements for the implementation of the RSS, in order to identify problems and inform the next revision.  The SA findings should be available to partners and the community at various stages during RSS revision as the SA evolves (PPS11).

When preparing RSS revisions, Regional Planning Bodies must also address the requirements of European Directive 2001/42/EC on the Assessment of the Effects of Certain Plans and Programmes on the Environment, referred to as the Strategic Environmental Assessment or ‘SEA’ Directive. SA of RSSs must therefore incorporate the requirements of the SEA Directive. The SEA Directive is transposed into UK law by the Environmental Assessment of Plans and Programmes Regulations 2004 (the ‘SEA Regulations’).

Draft SA guidance for RSSs was issued by ODPM in 2004 in the form of the Consultation Paper Sustainability Appraisal of Regional Spatial Strategies and Local Development Frameworks (ODPM 2004). The draft guidance has recently been replaced by Sustainability Appraisal guidance for Regional Spatial Strategies and Local Development Documents - Guidance for Regional Planning Bodies and Local Planning Authorities (ODPM 2005) (Table 2). In addition, a bridging document was issued earlier this year in the form of Sustainability Appraisal of Regional Spatial Strategies and Local Development Frameworks - Interim advice note on frequently asked questions. 

Table 2 Guidance for the SA of RSSs

	SA Guidance
	Dates

	· Sustainability Appraisal of Regional Spatial Strategies and Local Development Frameworks. Consultation Paper
	September 2004

	· Sustainability Appraisal of Regional Spatial Strategies and Local Development Frameworks. Interim advice note on frequently asked questions
	April 2005

	· Sustainability Appraisal guidance for Regional Spatial Strategies and Local Development Documents. Guidance for Regional Planning Bodies and Local Planning Authorities
	November 2005


The SA process set out in the draft guidance has been subject to some amendments in the final guidance. As notified in the interim advice note, one of the changes that have been made to the SA process is the removal of the production of the ‘Initial SA report’ at the initial issues and options stage (Table 3). Although Regional Planning Bodies are still required to consult on the scope of the SA at the initial stages of RSS revision.
According to most recent SA guidance for RSSs (ODPM 2005), the SA process (incorporating the requirements of the SEA Directive) comprises the following five stages:

· During Stage A the context and scope of the assessment are set and consulted upon.  The output of Stage A is a Scoping Report; 

· The options for the plan or programme (in this case the RSS) are developed, refined and assessed in Stage B; 

· The options are appraised in Stage C. The results are reported in a Sustainability Appraisal Report which is sent out for consultation (Stage D) together with the Draft RSS. Stage D also involves collating the responses of the consultees on the SA Report and appraising any significant changes proposed by Secretary of State;

· Stage E entails the monitoring phase of the appraisal, to check that the plan has had no unforeseen effects on the environment.

Table 3: SA and the RSS revision process 
	RSS revision stage
	SA outputs (draft guidance)
	SA outputs (final guidance) 

	Identify issues and prepare project plan
	Scoping Report
	Consult on Scope

	Options for draft revision
	Initial SA Report
	SA Commentary

	Consultation draft RSS
	SA Report
	SA Report

	Final RSS
	SA Statement
	Updated SA Report (if necessary)
SA Statement


The review of the Sustainability Appraisal of the South East Plan has been based on the ODPM Sustainability Appraisal consultation draft guidance for Regional Spatial Strategies and Local Development Documents (ODPM 2004) and the requirements of SEA Directive. The ? This review has been revised in light of the final Sustainability Appraisal guidance for Regional Spatial Strategies and Local Development Documents issued by ODPM in November 2005 (ODPM 2005). 
The SA reports that have been produced for the SE Plan to date are listed in Table 4. They comprise a Scoping Report and two Draft SA Reports. All three reports have been prepared with reference to the ODPM consultation paper Sustainability Appraisal of Regional Spatial Strategies and Local Development Frameworks issued September 2004. The SA documents for the South East Plan that have been reviewed include:

· Sustainability Appraisal of the South East Plan Scoping Report – Working Draft 
· Draft Sustainability Appraisal Report on the Consultation Draft of the South East Plan 
· Second Draft Sustainability Appraisal Report. Version for Plenary, 13th July 2005 
The Second Draft SA Report makes reference to Annex A (Detailed Sustainability Appraisal of the Regional Policy Framework) and a Non-Technical Summary of the findings of the appraisal, and states that these are available via the website http://www.southeast-ra.gov.uk/southeastplan/key/sustainability.html. However, there does not appear to be a link to these documents from the website address provided, and it has not been possible for the reviewer to locate either of these two documents. 
 Table 4: SA documents produced for SE Plan

	SA Reports 
	Dates

	Sustainability Appraisal of the South East Plan Scoping Report – Working Draft, including Annex A: Review of Regional and National Strategies and Annex B: Review of regional baseline conditions

	October 2004

	Draft Sustainability Appraisal Report on the Consultation Draft of the South East Plan 

Annex A: Review of other relevant Plans, Policies and Strategies

Annex B: Review of Regional Baseline Conditions 

Annex C: Detailed Sustainability Appraisal of the Regional Policy Framework

Annex D: Detailed Sustainability Appraisal of the Sub-Regional Policy Framework

Non Technical Summary of the Draft Sustainability Appraisal Report

	January 2005

	Second Draft Sustainability Appraisal Report. Version for Plenary, 13th July 2005. 

Annex A: Detailed Sustainability Appraisal of the Regional Policy Framework (Not available from SE Plan website)

Non technical summary of appraisal findings (Not available from SE Plan website)
	June 2005


2.3.2 Review of the SA against legislation and current government guidance

In accordance with sections 2.1.16 and 2.1.18 of draft SA guidance (ODPM 2004), the review of other policies plans and strategies should identify any inconsistencies in sustainability objectives and requirements, address any constraints, and exploit any synergies. This does not appear to have been the case in the Draft SA Report section 3.3.1.

The appraisal undertaken in the Draft SA Report (Table 4.3) appears only to address whether impact of spatial options are positive/ negative/ mixed. However, draft SA guidance (ODPM 2004) states that the prediction of effects involves identifying changes to baseline predicted from the RSS and describing the changes in terms of magnitude, geographical scale, time period over which they will occur, whether they are permanent or temporary, positive or negative, probable or improbable, frequent or rare, cumulative or synergistic. This is important to do as it would have helped to identify to local authorities the environmental implications of the housing allocations proposed. 

The appraisals reported in the Draft SA Report and Second Draft SA Report also appear to lack an assessment of impact significance, as required by draft SA guidance section 2.1.41. The impact scores range from clear, strong positive impacts to clear, strong negative impacts, but it is not explicitly stated which of these scores represent a ‘significant’ effect. This may result in the appraisal being insufficiently robust at a time when a range of plan options were available.The lack of significance assessment is also at odds with the SEA requirements, and this may make it difficult to meet the SEA Regulation’s requirements for monitoring the significant environmental effects of RSS implementation. This issue may however be addressed in the ‘Final SA Report’ due once the draft Plan goes to formal consultation. 

In relation to the linkages between the three SA reports that have been produced for the SE Plan, it is not entirely clear how the consultation on the SA Scoping Report has been taken into account in the Draft SA Report. For example, the SA Scoping Report Section 4.3.1 states that, “In due course, it is likely that additional plans and strategies will be identified as relevant to the South East Plan, and these will be included in the analysis. At this stage, the following plans and strategies have been identified…Thames Water Business Plan…Southern Water Business Plan” (SA Scoping Report Pg. 20). However, the reviewed national and regional policies, plans and strategies listed in the Scoping Report and Draft SA report appear to be identical.  Nevertheless, the Draft SA Report identifies an additional key issue from the PPP review, which is given as “reducing CO2 emissions by 20% by 2010 from 1990 levels (DEFRA PSA)”. It is unclear whether this addition is a result of consultation response on the Scoping Report.

The appraisal framework in Scoping Report Table 5.1 has been amended in the Draft SA Report. This is presumed to be partly as a result of consultation on the Scoping Report, and would in this case represent an example where consultation views on the Scoping Report have been taken into account. The Second Draft SA Report provides a clearer overview of the views expressed during consultation. It provides a summary of consultation responses on the sustainability appraisal and suggests how the appraisal team might address the issues raised (Second Draft SA Report section 2.3.6).

As a general observation regarding the SA undertaken for the SE Plan, it is not entirely clear why the appraisal framework focuses entirely on the spatial options relating to housing growth. For example, it is stated in Table 4.3 of the Draft SA Report that appraisal question 1.5 is “Likely to be a policy issue and therefore not considered directly relevant to strategic spatial housing options” (page 47). However, the South East Plan is expected to address wider policy issues and is not restricted to spatial housing options. Also of concern is the lack of consideration of the Regional Transport Strategy element of the RSS in the SA as this is key to the provision of infrastructure prior to the development of the proposed housing growth. 
Further points of interest concerning compliance with guidance/regulations:

· The Draft SA Report outlines the SA process in section 2.2.2, which broadly represents the stages outlined in the draft SA guidance (ODPM 2004). However, the SA process does not appear to have followed this sequence and the SA reports produced and referred to in the ‘work carried out to date’ (section 2.2.3 of the Draft SA Report) do not correspond to the SA outputs set out in the draft guidance. 

· There are a few areas where the contents of the SA reports would benefit from clarification. For example, the SA Scoping Report states that it covers SA stages A1 to A4 but does not state that it includes SA Stage A5 (testing the plan objectives against the appraisal framework). However, section 4.2.3 of the Scoping Report contains an appraisal of the compatibility of IRF objectives (adopted as appraisal objectives) and plan objectives.  

· It is not clear why some of the second tier appraisal questions in Table 5.1 of the Scoping Report are in italics, although the SA Draft Report uses italics to highlight appraisal questions that are directly based on the subsidiary objectives of the Integrated Regional Framework (IRF).

· The justification for use of specific appraisal tools for different aspects of the appraisal (Table 3.3 in the Draft SA Report) is unclear. It is also unclear how these tools have been used subsequently, for example in Table 4.3 of the same report.

· It is unclear how the detailed SA of the Regional Policy Framework provided in Annex C of the Draft SA Report has been translated into the appraisal scores in Table 4.4 of the same report. The scores in Table 4.4 appear to represent a summary of the detailed appraisal, however unless the summary score is based on the lesser score it is possible to overestimate the positive impacts. This is particularly an issue where significance of effects does not appear to have been addressed in depth.
2.3.3 Consideration of social, economic and environmental issues

The SA of the SEA plan has focussed heavily on the topics within the IRF. The IRF objectives have been used as the core appraisal questions in the SA framework, and have also been used to structure the baseline review (i.e. baseline information has been collected for most of the sustainable development objectives set out in the Integrated Regional Framework). 
In terms of coverage, the IRF objectives broadly cover the economic, social and environmental issues that have been identified as important to the South East. It is stated in the SA reports that the IRF provides the ideal set of core objectives for the SA, based on the fact that is has been developed by a working group of key regional partners, including the Assembly, Government Office for the South East, and the South East of England Development Agency.  

The focus on issues within the IRF means that the SA process is in line with regional priorities for sustainable development. However, it also means that the SA process is restricted to the issues covered by the IRF objectives. Whereas it is important to recognise that the SA cannot practically address an unlimited number of issues, it does raise the question of whether the focus on the IRF objectives could potentially restrict the identification of unforeseen effects of plan implementation. In addition it may be necessary for the SA to revisit the IRF objectives in light of the new UK Sustainable Development Strategy to ensure consistency with national level environmental and sustainability objectives.
It is also important to acknowledge that the scope of the SA of the SE Plan must consider all potentially significant effects and the SEA Regulations provide an indicative topic list. It is currently unclear whether the scope of the SA for the SE Plan has taken the SEA topics into account. It has not been made clear in the SA reports whether the topics covered by the IRF include all the topics highlighted by the SEA Regulations. For example, biodiversity is mentioned in IRF objective 13, but fauna, flora and soil are not mentioned explicitly, neither are architectural or archaeological issues as identified by the SEA Regulations. 
Some of the conclusions of the SA for the SE Plan to date are that in terms of the key sustainability issues for the South East, “there are still serious questions over whether the Preferred Spatial Strategy will be sustainable” (Second Draft SA Report page 40). Furthermore, the SA concludes that, “It is clear from the analysis…that there are inherent tensions between the Plan’s objectives for promoting economic growth and improving social conditions – which relies on the development of housing and other infrastructure - and the Plan’s objectives to protect environmental assets and promote environmental sustainability” (Second Draft SA Report page 41).

The SA process has also identified that the economic objectives of SE Plan may conflict with the environmental objectives of the IRF (and hence the SA as the IRF objectives are used as the core appraisal questions), unless development can be decoupled from resource use and waste. For instance, it is stated in the SA Scoping Report that, “In particular, economic growth may result in greater pressures on air quality (Objective 11), climate change (Objective 12), biodiversity (Objective 13), and sustainable water resources management (Objective 18). However, it should be noted that there is equal potential for conflict between the economic and environmental objectives of the IRF itself. The development of more housing may also impact negatively on the environment, in particularly on Objective 12 (climate change) and Objective 18 (sustainable water resources management). There are also a few instances where an assessment is difficult to make…It is unclear how most of the Plan Vision objectives will impact on ‘priority regeneration areas’ (IRF objective 22) as only one Plan Objective (xvi) is explicitly about these areas. The environmental implications of Plan Objective xx cannot be assessed, as the precise meaning of ‘a transport system that matches the best in NW Europe in terms of performance and sustainability’ is unclear. If sustainability is the prime objective, then the environmental implications should be positive, but if performance is the priority then the implications could be negative” (SA Scoping Report page 17). 

The second draft SA report further reiterates that elements of the draft Plan may be unsustainable, “In terms of key sustainability issues for the region there are still serious questions over whether the Preferred Spatial Strategy will be sustainable” (Pg 18 section 5.2.1).
3 Review Summary
The review of the draft South East Plan, Advice on Housing Allocations and the Sustainability Appraisal conducted to date by and on behalf of the assembly has highlighted some inconsistencies with both stated government policy, legislation and general guidance. The key issues identified in the review are summarised here with implications for sustainable development stated. The summary also highlights how the ability of Local Authorities to follow the advice received from the South East Regional Assembly with regard to housing allocations, may be compromised.  
Decoupling economic growth from adverse environmental effects

A key message contained in the draft Plan is that any increase in housing growth will not result in decreasing quality of life. This is as a result of the claimed de-coupling of economic growth from traffic growth, waste production, and other negative impacts. It is unclear how this ‘de-coupling’ is to be achieved and no evidence is presented for where this approach has been successful to date. All recent experience and trends point in the other direction. Further to this point the draft Plan and SA acknowledges that the planned provision of new housing has to be accompanied by the timely provision of necessary infrastructure (community and transport); no measures appear to be in place to ensure this. 
Incompatibilities between social, economic and environmental objectives

As acknowledged in the Sustainability Appraisal of the draft South East Plan, there are key concerns over the sustainability of the plan as it currently stands. Both the draft Plan objectives and the IRF objectives demonstrate potential incompatibilities that if left unresolved may result in Local Authorities being unable to implement the objectives in a manner that achieves the goals of the UK Sustainable Development Strategy ‘Securing the Future’, in particular the goal to respect environmental limits. The draft Plan sets out a number objectives and policies which have the potential to contribute to the achievement of sustainable development and as such these are to be encouraged and welcomed. However, in its current form, the Plan falls short in providing a strong framework to enable Local Authorities to translate these objectives into practice. The Plan seems to face challenges in promoting a sustainable balance between economic prosperity, environmental quality, social well being and a high quality of life. Although environmental objectives and policies are set out they often seem to be overridden by economic and social concerns. 

Thames Basin Heaths SPA

The Thames Basin Heaths SPA has the potential to severely constrain the area available for future housing developments and as such has implications for the housing allocations identified for the area in the draft Plan. The draft Plan itself acknowledges that there will be an increase (from 29% - 40%) in use of greenfield land to accommodate the proposed housing growth. This trend in itself is inherently unsustainable on an ‘in principle’ basis unless clear evidence is provided as to why not. This pressure on greenfield sites limits the amount of land available for mitigation for any damage to the SPA.  In addition following the recent European Court judgement relating to the UK Government’s interpretation of the Habitats Directive; land use plans are subject to ‘appropriate assessment’ and this issue will need to be revisited in the Strategic Environmental Assessment/Sustainability Appraisal of the South East Plan. The results of this may have implications for the housing allocations proposed for the area. 
Sustainability Appraisal/Strategic Environmental Assessment Process
It is acknowledged that the purpose of the SA process is to identify areas of potential conflict, and that it cannot be used to resolve such conflicts. The SA of the SE Plan thus appears to have succeeded in identifying information that can be used to make amendments to the SE Plan that if incorporated could result in a spatial strategy that is more in line with the sustainability objectives for the region.

However, this review has identified several areas where the SA process deviates from that set out in legislation and the draft guidance that was in place at the time. Although the SA process has identified key sustainable development issues for the region, the significance of impacts has not been explicitly addressed in the appraisal of options and preferred options to date. The lack of explicit significance assessment is at odds with the SA guidance and SEA requirements, and may make it difficult to focus monitoring of RSS implementation on significant effects in the future. It is furthermore unclear whether the SA has considered the full range of topics highlighted by the SEA Regulations. However, it is possible that some of these shortcomings may be addressed in subsequent stages of the SA process for the SE Plan.
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