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1. INTRODUCTION

South East Protected Landscapes

1.1. The South East Plan submission draft (SEP1), (pg 104), states that its Environmental Assets contribute £8 billion to its economy. The South East-Protected Landscapes, (SEPL), are part of that valuable asset. The South East has a higher proportion of nationally designated landscapes than any other region (comprising 35% of the total land area), combined with development pressures which are arguably greater than in any other region in the UK.  The contribution of designated landscapes to a sustainable future for the region is therefore a key consideration.  These landscapes have a major role to play in helping to support and sustain the South East’s high quality of life and economic success, and in contributing towards the vision of a healthier region in recreational and educational terms.

1.2. The South East Protected Landscapes (SEPL) represent the following Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONBs): Chichester Harbour, Chilterns, Cotswolds, Cranborne Chase and West Wiltshire Downs, East Hampshire, High Weald, Isle of Wight, Kent Downs, North Wessex Downs, Sussex Downs and Surrey Hills.
1.3. It is the role of AONB authorities to ensure that relevant authorities fulfil their duty of regard in Section 85 of the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000(ST4A). To meet the requirements of Section 85 of the CROW Act, South East Regional Assembly is statutorily obliged to take into account the objectives and purposes of AONBs in its policy formulation and decision-making including the South East Plan submission draft. 
2.
STATEMENT OF CASE
Question 1A.1

2.1. Paragraph 2.1 (SEP1) summarises the key challenges for the region as seen by the Regional Assembly. Whilst the SEPL agrees with those identified, to this list should be added:

· Climate change

· Maintenance of landscape quality and biodiversity value

· The needs of rural communities

2.2.
The SEPL has significant concerns over the environmental capacity of the region and its ability to support its predicted growth rates. It is considered that the Region’s capacity has not been fully considered. In the East of England a paper has been prepared entitled ‘Environmental Capacity in the East of England: A Discussion Paper’ and it is understood that Natural England are to submit a similar paper to the Examination. SEPL would urge the Panel to give serious consideration to this paper as part of the evidence base for the region.
2.3. The SEPL recognise and welcome the increased emphasis on rural issues but consider that there is still insufficient recognition of the importance of rural areas to the region. A Rural Strategy section should be introduced to address this.  

2.4. The SEPL question whether, in regard to Paragraph 5.6 and Box B1 rural issues have been approached as a core context for the Plan (SEP1). The key principles are drawn too widely to cover the complex situations that apply across the rural parts of the region and consequently do not form a sound basis for local policy and action.  Whilst the principles of Box B1 are a welcome inclusion in the Plan, they are remote from the policies and less likely to be read in conjunction with the relevant ones.  The cross-referencing to chapters in the plan does not highlight which policies contain advice on rural issues.

2.5. A suite of policies for the sub-regions exist in Section E, but their coverage of rural issues is variable.  In addition, there is no spatial guidance within the Plan (SEP1) for the diversity of countryside and related issues over other parts of the South East.  To rectify this, the Plan (SEP1) should include a suite of rural policies, part addressing the different problems and strategies, which are required in different rural parts of the region, and part expressing how the set of principles are to be taken forward as a basis for future action.
Question 1A.2

2.6. The draft RSS’s Vision (page 28), (SEP1), refers to a “sustained improvement in the quality of life”, but is not clear how this is to be achieved. The SEPL consider that the Vision is difficult to challenge as an aspiration, but that it needs more information. Indeed, the SEPL considers that in some respects it is lacking in imagination and clarity – it should be a wider vision over a longer period of time e.g. to acknowledge the potential implications of climate change. The objectives of the draft RSS (SEP1) are essentially supported.

2.7. As regards paragraph 2.2.1, it is not clear what is meant by a “healthier region” – how is this to be measured? Does it mean healthy rivers, healthy atmosphere and healthy soil resources for example or does it mean economic growth? 
Question 1A.3

3.1. The SEPL do not accept that a ‘substantial programme of housing development and economic growth’ necessarily results in a healthier region (or a more bio-diverse environment or a reducing level of natural resource consumption). The SEPL considers that the draft RSS (SEP1) is right to adopt a “cautionary approach” to growth. In paragraph 3.3.3, the Regional Assembly assumes an economic growth rate of 3% GVA pa in line with recent growth levels. The SEPL, is concerned that even this relatively modest level will have significant adverse implications for the natural resources and man-made infrastructure of the region. The SEPL is not convinced that the basic question, “what level of economic growth in the South East is sustainable” has been properly addressed or tested in the development of the Strategy. The SEPL considers that the RTPI and the House of Commons Environmental Audit Committee call for a National Spatial Plan should be undertaken. This is to ensure that there is a greater investment in other regions and to reduce inter-regional disparities. To also relieve the pressure on the southeast to accommodate more growth than any other region.
2.8. The SEPL is aware of the report by the Commission on Sustainable Development in the South East “The Problems of Success”(Appendix One), which considers the issue of quality of life and its measurement. It makes it quite clear that GDP (or GVA) is an inadequate yardstick for measuring quality of life. (Appendix One, pg 4 and 5). It notes that quality of life surveys suggest that people in the South East are already noticing how pressures for growth could have a detrimental impact on their quality of life, and that their main concerns are satisfying housing demand, traffic congestion, and the impact of development on the countryside, other open spaces and pollution.  Appendix One, page 5).
2.9. The same report concludes that if the South East maintains its current rate of economic growth, household water consumption could rise by about 16%, air pollution by about 7% and traffic levels by about 23% in the period 2004-2015. (Appendix One, page 5)
2.10. In another report, “Going for Growth” (Appendix Two), the Commission on Sustainable Development in the South East notes that the South East has the highest growth rate of any UK region and is one of the most prosperous in Europe, and considers that a modest deceleration in the growth rate of GDP/GVA per head would still maintain its relative position, whilst dealing with some of the “problems of success”. (Appendix Two, page 10). It concludes ‘Further increasing the rate of economic growth does not seem a high priority relative to dealing with disparities in prosperity within the region and coping with the problems that current levels of relative economic success pose, particularly in terms of traffic congestion, the lack of affordable housing, the use of natural resources and the quality of the environment’. (Appendix Two, page 11.)
Question 1A.4
2.11. The SEPL considers that the conclusions of the Sustainability Appraisal Report (SEP3) are considered to be reasonable and well thought out.  However, the SEPL consider that the sustainability of the Plan in terms of the environmental capacity of the Region to accept predicted growth rates is a key consideration.  
2.12. The Sustainability Appraisal process recognises the inevitable tension between anticipated and planned growth and protecting and promoting environmental sustainability.  The potential conflicts and significant effects associated with this relationship are mentioned, but the appraisal is not able to come to any conclusions. There is an urgent need to determine what these concepts mean in practice and be clear how it should inform decision making at the strategic and local level. 

2.13. The SEPL agrees with the following findings of the Sustainability Appraisal (SEP3):

· The preferred strategy has potential negative effects on some IRF objectives including addressing climate change, conserving biodiversity, and protecting the countryside.  Effective mitigation is necessary at the regional, sub-regional and LDF levels; 

· Implementation of the draft RSS will increase the ecological footprint of the region;

· Inefficient use of resources such as water, land and energy, together with low rates of recycling, reprocessing and recovery are all possible under current policy scenarios;

· The cross cutting policies have improved the Plan, but there is a need to ensure they are embedded in sectoral policies throughout the Plan.  

· A climate change section bringing together ‘sectoral policies’.  (This could include adaptation measures in response to climate change as well as mitigation measures.  A recent project to consider the implications of climate change for key landscape characteristics in National Parks and AONBs in the South East could inform the policy framework to help guide decision making at the local level in respect of adaptation measures to retain key features.)

· The recognition that the planned level of housing is putting localised pressures on landscape/biodiversity is particularly welcomed, together with the acknowledgement that a major challenge will be to achieve this without harming quality of life;

· A key issue being the inherent tension between promoting economic growth and housing and protecting and promoting environmental sustainability.

2.14. The SEPL strongly support and applaud the draft RSS’s (SEP1) commitment to the stabilisation and reduction of the region’s ecological footprint and delivery within ‘environmental limits’ of the region. The SA (SEP3) recognises and applauds this objective, and states, “this would make a significant contribution to the delivery of the Plan within the ‘environmental limits’ of the region.” 

2.15. However, it also concludes that implementation of the Plan (SEP1) would increase the ecological footprint of the region and in paragraph 3.4 of the Sustainability Appraisal, it is recognised that the draft RSS’s strategy “appears likely to have negative impacts on some IRF objectives”. These include Objective 12: addressing the causes of climate change, and Objective 13: conserving and enhancing the region’s biodiversity.  

3. Conclusions

3.1. Given these likely negative effects, it would appear to be the case that there is already a fundamental conflict in the Plan between objectives, which will result in the Plan not being able to deliver within the environmental limits of the region. It is therefore debatable whether the draft RSS (SEP1) has been properly informed by the Sustainability Appraisal (SEP3).
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