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MATTER 1

Approach and Levels of Growth

Sub-matter 1A: Strategic Issues, Vision and Objectives

1.A.1
What are the key spatial strategy challenges facing the South East and is the response of the draft RSS adequate?  (To include reference to the results of the monitoring performance against RPG9, and recent, post RPG9 developments in national policy, e.g. Sustainable Communities Plan and emerging planning  policy statements.)

1.
PPS1 requires the RSS to contain a clear vision of how sustainable development is to be delivered in a way that integrates economic, social and environmental objectives in line with UK Sustainable Development Strategy.  We believe this challenge has not been fully met.
2.
The South East has an exceptionally rich natural environment, illustrated by over 40% of the region be covered by national statutory designations.  At the same time the South East is the most developed region outside London.  Mapping out spatial options for further growth, therefore presents a significant challenge.  We feel this has been only partially met by the RSS, its associated sub-regional strategies and draft implementation plan.

3.
Landscape character, biodiversity, air quality, sensitivity to climate change and adaptive capacity, all have a spatial dimension.  These appear at best to have only been partially considered in development of spatial options.  

4.
Whilst we accept the RSS responds to the challenges posed by climate change with various policies for energy use and generation, reductions in car dependency and emissions, Natural England feel it falls short in several critical ways, 
5.
Many coastal areas and rivers valleys are at high risk of flooding risk.  This will increase with sea-level rise and climate change.  We feel this challenge is not seen through to clear strategies reflected in spatial allocation for new development and mitigation in relation to existing growth areas.  Strategic Flood Risk Assessments should be undertaken before, not after spatial allocation.

7.
In addition, there is a need through integrated spatial planning to provide space for the natural environment to adapt to climate change, not only on the coast but also inland.

8.
The UK Strategy recognises Environmental Sustainability is core to SD, so should be a key principle underpinning the RSS.

 9.
Overall, we believe the RSS has not demonstrated that proposed levels of growth will not breach the region’s environmental capacity. In deed, a key question is whether areas of the region are already at their upper limit.  

10.
Natural England believes that the RSS is out of line with the thrust of PPS 1 by not providing a clear and cohesive sequential strategic approach to reducing adverse environmental impacts through avoidance, mitigation and compensation.
11.
It is clearly wrong to assume an ability to mitigate all adverse environmental impacts resulting from growth.  Mitigation is not always achievable and the high sensitivity of assets that are irreplaceable or vulnerable to rapid change should be recognised and mapped to inform spatial planning and avoid cumulative effects.

12.
In line with the thrust of PPS 1, we argue that in helping achieve SD, spatial planning needs to adopt a tiered approach:  
· First, avoidance of environmental impacts through appropriate spatial allocations starting with identification of  the spatial dimension of irreplaceable and highly vulnerable environmental characteristics,
· Second, where there is political antecedence for existing allocations (e.g. growth areas), the RSS should help recognise the environmental challenges that need to be met and set in place strategies for mitigation to off-set environmental impacts, and 
· Third, compensation for unavoidable losses.  
  The current RSS lacks this clarity.

13.
We argue that its is inappropriate to identify specific locations in regional strategy, where the true environmental impacts will only become clear through SEA of LDFs.  

14.
Natural England welcomes the high level protection offered to our most valued natural assets.  But no net loss should be a given and, in line with national policy, we believe that truly sustainable development is as much about realising opportunities for restoring environmental assets that have been lost or degraded and enhancement, as it is about avoidance and mitigation of impacts.  On this basis, we welcome the spatial representation of Areas of Strategic Opportunity for Biodiversity Improvement. But these need to be linked to future delivery mechanisms.

15.
The RSS does in general terms promote biodiversity and landscape quality, but these are not linked to providing green space, particularly in and around towns.  Natural England believes that communities need meaningful contact with the natural world – this is important to their welfare and quality of life.  In line with national policy, we wish to see greater promotion across the RSS of ‘green infrastructure’ in new development.  
16.
SD requires prudent use of natural resources.  But it is unclear how water resources and river water quality have been considered in the preparation of spatial options.  We suspect a general assumption that shortages in resources can be addressed through demand management and further investment, without proper consideration of the environmental impacts of increased supply.

17.
We know from several studies that in some areas existing abstractions need scaling down to reduce existing environmental impacts. And some receiving waters are beyond capacity to take further sewage treatment work discharges.  These significant spatial and policy issues need to be addressed. 
18.
To move beyond generalised policy aspirations into delivery of environmental sustainability and SD, it is essential over-arching cross-cutting policies for environmental protection and resource efficiency are implemented alongside sub-regional strategies and sectoral policies – currently this is not clear.  

1A.2 Are the draft RSS’s vision and objectives clear and appropriate?

How will this vision of a healthier region be achieved (section C, para 2.2.1)
1.
Natural England generally supports the vision, objectives and core statement of policy as an appropriate backdrop to the following policy framework.  However, we think these could be further improved by definition of some terms and expansion of some objectives.

2.
We note the need for ‘reasonable levels’ of both economic and housing growth.  We feel the objectives would benefit from expansion to provide if not a definition, at least a set of criteria for defining ‘reasonable’.

3.
Opportunities to make stronger linkages between the desirability for a healthy environment and societal benefits have perhaps been missed.  We therefore suggest objective for timely infrastructure should also include provision of diverse and well managed green infrastructure.  

4.
We are concerned at the unqualified objective for priority regeneration of coastal towns within sub-regional strategies, which in part, may have been responsible for the current failing of sub-regional strategies that are over-focussed on economic regeneration.  Coastal town regeneration should be based on sustainability principles that capitalise on natural assets.

5.
We are concerned that the objectives are framed in terms of a balance between, rather than integration of objectives for economic prosperity, environmental quality, social well-being and high quality of life.  Balance can lead to identification of solutions that make compromise between objectives, rather than solutions that aim to achieve all objectives.  This distinction was recognised by the inspectors in their report into the Regional Transport Strategy.  

6.
The stated objectives and core policy statement rightly include incorporation of measures for climate change adaptation and mitigation.  These would be strengthened by recognition of the need to allow space for adaptation of the natural environment  to compensate for increasing ‘coastal squeeze’ and reducing the space for intertidal habitats. We would welcome objectives for supporting the use of Shoreline Management Plans as a means of linking coastal engineering and land-use planning.

7.
As an extension to objectives for dealing with climate change and resource efficiency, it is perhaps worth explicit objectives for supporting renewable energy generation, not only in larger scale development, but also in smaller community-based developments.

8.
Any new objectives for renewable energy should reflect smart approaches that do not comprise existing environmental quality and people’s enjoyment of it.  

9.
In line with IRF, efficiency of land use should be seen as part of the objectives for reduced resource consumption.

10.
In addition to objectives for efficiency of resource use, it would be appropriate to include objectives for achieving good environmental quality standards (clean air, water and soils), which is necessary (but by itself not sufficient) to deliver high quality environments for people and wildlife.  

11.
Recognition of the need to protect the natural environment for its own sake and as an economic and social asset is welcome, but needs to be properly understood to achieve environmental sustainability.  

12
It would be appropriate to see objectives for linking and securing complementarity and additionally between all regional strategies. 

13
We suggest the objectives would provide a stronger backdrop to the policy framework if they reflected the need to address cumulative and cross-boundary issues – this is currently a weakness of the RSS.  

1A.3  Is the draft RSS right to adopt “a cautionary approach” to growth over the long-term (section B, para 7.4.1) and to plan to meet ‘reasonable needs’ of the region (Statement of Policy C, para 2.2.1)?  
What is meant by the concept of reasonableness?

1.
Because of the uncertainty surrounding those issues identified in the RSS (impact of development, provision of infrastructure, climate change, resource use and changing lifestyles), Natural England agrees it is right to adopt a cautionary approach  if we are to improve our ability to achieve environmental sustainability in the region.
2.
The RSS maintains that its preferred spatial strategy - including housing provision -strikes a ‘sustainable balance’.  But this is based on hidden assumptions about environmental capacity and the ability to find technical fixes for mitigating environmental impacts.  Natural England does not believe the RSS has demonstrated that preferred strategy can be delivered without significant impact.  In deed, the SA and independent assessment concludes the potential for an increased ecological footprint and a wide range of negative impacts across IRF indicators.  Furthermore, the AA was unable to ascertain on adverse affect on European wildlife sites.  These are significant arguments for a cautious approach.

3.
Other factors are relevant.  Many important natural assets are simply irreplaceable and once lost can not be reclaimed.  In some areas the capacity of the environment to accommodate growth may have already been reached.  These uncertainties require an appropriately cautious or risk-based approach to development and growth.

4.
An appropriately cautious approach would, we feel, be more conscious of the cumulative impacts of development.  Cumulative impacts of development and cross-boundary issues can be significant.  Currently, these are patchily dealt with in the sub-regional strategies and poorly covered in the main core policies and draft implementation plan.    

5.
Assumptions based on the unproven success of demand management have inherent risks. An appropriately cautious approach would appraise options against possible shortfalls in demand management, with development of scenarios that include changes in level, location and rates of growth, not just resource development.

6.
Taken together, these issues present a significant challenge to achieving environmental sustainability and we should therefore proceed with caution

7.
The Statement of Policy aims to meet the regions ‘reasonable’ needs.  Elsewhere Objectives refer to ‘reasonable levels’ of economic and housing growth.  In line with core principles of SD, we believe that reasonable growth is that which can be delivered within the environmental capacity of the region.  Environmental sustainability is core to achieving SD.    

8.
What is considered as reasonable should be viewed in long as well as the medium-term.  For example, perpetuating development within fluvial and coastal flood plains is building social and economic problems for future generations.  An appropriate risk-based approach would see Strategic Flood Risk Assessments undertaken prior to, not after spatial allocation of development.

1A.4  Has the draft RSS been properly informed by the Sustainability Appraisal?  How can the recently completed Appropriate Assessment best inform the testing and finalising of the draft RSS?

1.
Natural England concludes that, in its current form, the draft RSS has not been properly informed by the SA.  That the SA could conclude the overall preferred spatial strategy will result in a negative impact across all Integrated Regional Framework (i.e. sustainability) indicators is a serious conclusion, to which there should be an adequate policy response.

2.
These environmental impacts should not be hidden away in the SA, but clear on the face of the Plan – with adequate explanation why environmental damage is both necessary and unavoidable, and what strategic approaches will be adopted for mitigation and compensation, so that there can be: i) a proper debate; and ii) progress in full knowledge and recognition of the challenges.

3.
But we believe that further policy and strategy refinement is possible, for example, to embed beneficial cross-cutting policies to the sectoral policies and sub-regional strategies – though this by itself may not be sufficient to remove the fundamental conflicts.

4.
Further SA is required of sub-regional strategies and  cumulative effects.

5.
Where the Appropriate Assessment (AA) has identified that implementation of the RSS may adversely affect the integrity of international wildlife sites, the evidence should be used to reassess the policy framework and recommendations.  This may have implications for spatial allocations.

6.
The AA concluded that scope to build in mitigation measures was restricted by not being part of an iterative process of RSS development. But this should not limit the recommendations that it makes. 

7.
It is important the AA is used to address all of the RSS including the sub-regional strategies to ensure these are consistent with the plan and recommended changes to the cross cutting policies. 

8.
It is essential that the AA is used to demonstrate that avoidance of impacts at the regional level is not possible and that mitigation at a lower tiers of planning is the only solution. There needs to be a level of certainty that this will not lead to an adverse affect on integrity on sites when assessed in more detail at a local level. 

9.
Relevant cross-cutting policies identified by the AA should be strengthened and additional policies included where necessary to ensure that the adverse affect on integrity caused by sectors are fully addressed where it is within the RSS remit to do so.  

10.
AA is required practice under European legislation, but also an illustration of good practice at least in relation to our most important regional assets.
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