MATTER 1 APPROACH & LEVELS OF GROWTH

Sub-matter 1A Strategic Issues, Vision & Objectives

ENGLISH HERITAGE (7400)

English Heritage’s responsibilities, as the Government’s adviser on the historic environment, include the protection and management of England’s historic assets.  In planning terms, this role includes the need to ensure that statute and Planning Policy Guidance 15 and 16 provisions are reflected in planning policy and practice.  However, we also have a wider remit to promote the economic and social aspects of the historic environment, such as realising its economic potential in regeneration schemes, promoting the understanding and enjoyment of the historic environment and engaging people in decisions which affect their communities.  These themes are all reflected in the Government’s vision for the historic environment set out in ‘The Historic Environment: A Force for Our Future’, [Core Doc. Bn15].  We therefore wish to ensure that the policy framework set out in the SEP adequately reflects the requirement to conserve historic assets and recognises the potential of the historic environment in making positive contributions to sustainable communities.

The historic environment is valuable in its own right, it provides the context and setting for our lives and delivers many wider social, economic and environmental benefits.  It is key to urban regeneration and important in achieving a sustainable countryside.  It is essential to our future, and, like any environmental asset, we squander it at our peril.  The historic environment is always subject to change. This is not a matter for regret, since without change there would be no history. But change needs to be managed intelligently. Things that people value should not be destroyed thoughtlessly, through ignorance, or for short-term gain.

1A.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 monitoring performance against RPG9, and recent, Post-RPG9 developments in national policy eg. the Sustainable Communities Plan and emerging planning policy statements).

The overriding challenge is to provide a framework conducive to enhanced economic prosperity and social wellbeing across the Region, without compromising the quality and diversity of the environment and its ability to accommodate development in a sustainable way.  The SEP must be proactive in providing a broad spatial strategy and clear in the guidance it provides to LDFs.  The statutory basis of the RSS means that policies carry more weight than in the past and therefore must be soundly based and fit for their new purpose.

The SEP Section A, Part 2 summarises the challenges, although the analysis at para. 2.2 falls short of expectations in the way it addresses sustainability.  It should be updated to reflect the Sustainability Appraisal’s conclusions at para. 10.2 (Core Doc.SEP3). The SA (page 59) considers that the outcomes for the historic environment are heavily reliant on LDFs, and the extent to which the historic environment has the capacity to accommodate the levels and distribution of development proposed is unknown - Annex C, page 8 (Core Doc SEP3A).
It is one of the key features of the proposed policy framework that character and distinctiveness are recognised as positive attributes that need to be conserved and enhanced (e.g. Policy CC12).  Considerable progress has been made in recent years in recording historic landscape character and in other audits such as extensive and intensive urban surveys, conservation area appraisals etc., although much remains to be done.  The challenge is to ensure that the fruits of this work are brought to bear in the implementation of the SEP, and other plans prepared in conformity, if the quality of the South East’s environment is to remain a significant component of its success as a region.
The Plan sets itself the task of providing a ‘reasonable’ response over the plan period.  In recognition of the complexity and diversity of the Region, a ‘blend’ is sought between the competing interests (para. 2.3).  The problem with blending is the homogenising effect with the risk of losing intrinsic quality/character/distinctiveness, without anticipating the outcome before it is too late.  Clone-like town centres and residential estates that could be anywhere are an all too familiar feature of recent development, not just in the South East.  The speed with which such change occurs also can have an adverse impact on the ability of communities to absorb and adjust to development.  The Implementation Plan SA, para. 5.2  (October 2006), expresses concern at  the risk of ‘business as usual’, and the likelihood that this is unsustainable. We see the need for a more robust policy framework to help address this.
Historic towns and cities, together with the historic parts of all settlements, tend to attract development because of their intrinsic character.  A strategy based upon urban intensification and use of previously developed land and buildings is bound to exert pressure upon this sensitive resource.  English Heritage supports the SEP’s urban emphasis strategy, but only insofar as adequate safeguards are in place to protect and enhance the historic environment, as required by national policy.   For that to be so, it is important that the SEP should provide clear and appropriate strategic guidance to those who would use the Plan, particularly in the preparation of LDFs.
We understand that the sharper urban focus is intended to give greater emphasis to more sustainable development opportunities that the hubs and towns provide.  This emphasis  must not starve the rural areas of legitimate development to support their own sustainability.  A strategy pitched at a ‘middling’ level of housing provision is pragmatic and a reflection of environmental and infrastructural uncertainties. The SA notes in Annex C that ‘In broad terms, impacts on these resources [countryside and historic environment] are likely to be greater from the higher levels of growth as a result of their construction and operation, and associated transport and economic activities’. 
We believe that the well-being of the historic environment can only be secured through applying the concept of the ‘virtuous circle’, represented as follows:
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The importance of the historic environment as a component of sustainable communities is given prominence in PPS1 (Core Doc. PPS1) eg. paras. 1, 5, 17, 20, 27.  We feel that the cross-cutting nature of the historic environment needs better policy recognition in the SEP.  We welcome Section B, para. 5.1 for its broad recognition of the contribution of the historic environment to environmental quality (although object to the use of ‘blend’ again), but the main policy (Policy BE7), is parked in Section D8, where the emphasis is on management of the built environment, with no mention of the historic environment in Section D7 ‘Countryside and Landscape Management’, other than passing and limited references at paras. 1.4 and 1.10.  Conversely, the IRF (Core Doc. Sr15) couples the historic environment with countryside (Objective 14).   We see the need to provide a better structure to the Plan, with environment treated as a cross-cutting issue and the historic environment better placed in the body of the Regional Policy Framework through both cross-cutting and generic policy.  It is disconcerting that some sub-regions make specific policy reference to the historic environment, while others do not.

English Heritage supports the sustainable communities agenda and has published guidance on how the historic environment can contribute to its success ‘Delivering Sustainable Communities – the Contribution of English Heritage’ [www.english-heritage.org.uk/upload/pdf/Sus_Comm_overview05.pdf].  It elaborates on our belief that the best elements of past development can have important lessons for the changes that will happen in the near future.  The story of English post-war development has shown that, where the historic environment has been valued and cared for, social and economic benefits can be generated for everyone, creating desirable, distinctive and economically successful places. Where its potential has not been recognised or harnessed, where it has been ignored, degraded or destroyed, the quality of people’s lives has been impoverished and opportunities stifled.  ‘Growing Places’ (Core Doc. Bs3) demonstrates how the historic environment can act as a powerful force for making settlements popular, attractive, economically successful, environmentally friendly and sustainable.
The question seeks to test the ‘adequacy’ of the RSS which almost suggests something not bad enough to reject, but not necessarily anything more, while PPS11 requires the Plan to be sound (PPS11, chapter 2, para. 2.49).  Certainly if ‘adequacy’ is the measure, monitoring and review will be critical.  The Regional Monitoring Report 2005 looks to progress in reducing the number of buildings at risk.  This is being achieved, but represents far too limited an indicator of change in the historic environment.  The South East Region Historic Environment Forum has published annual Heritage Counts since 2002 (Ref Br1) and this offers a broader basis upon which the RMR should  monitor the condition of the historic environment.

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)?

The concept of a ‘healthy’ region is a useful one as for any ‘entity’ to be healthy requires all parts to be working together (in this case - economy, society & environment).  ‘Environmental Quality in Spatial Plans’ (Core Doc.Bn3) looks to ‘win, win, win’ situations and PPS1 looks to integration.  At the end of the day plans provide the tools; it will be for decision makers to abide by them if the Vision is to be achieved.  The Vision is interesting for its measure of environment by the term ‘wealth’, something more usually associated with the economy.  It might be more appropriate if environment was expressed in terms of ‘quality’ or ‘health’ (see objective xiv).

The objectives are somewhat detached from the Vision, being separated by Section B ‘Context’.  A clearer linkage would provide greater clarity as would a more straightforward sub-heading.  The text refers to ‘objectives’ being a more formal language.  ‘Plan parameters and principles’ is no less formal and less easily understood than ‘Objectives’.

The objectives are grounded in the Spring Debates of 2004 and while the historic environment was not considered a key issue at that time (other than by English Heritage), events have moved on, not least with publication of PPS1 where the importance of the historic environment is stressed (see above).  The absence of an objective relating to the historic environment is wholly unsatisfactory and could be resolved by amending existing objective (xiii) as follows ‘ the need to protect and improve the best of the region’s natural, historic and built environment both for its own sake and to underpin the social and economic development of the region’.  It is important that the change be made as the RSS acts as a template for lower tier plans and strategies.

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 the ‘reasonable needs’ of the region (Statement of Policy, Section C, para. 2.2.1)?  What is meant by the concept of reasonableness?

PPG15, para. 1.1 (Core Doc. PPG15) looks for ‘effective protection for all aspects of the historic environment ….an  irreplaceable record ……sustaining the sense of local distinctiveness which is so important an aspect of the character and appearance of our towns, villages and countryside’.  A precautionary approach is necessary to avoid breaching points of no return, if the potential for irreparable damage to this key asset is to be avoided.  This requires development plan policies with teeth as well as aspiration, and the will to apply them.

If there is as much uncertainty in delivering the Plan as indicated, then a precautionary approach is justified.  The IRF at Figure 3 (Core Doc Sr15) clearly advocates a ‘precautionary approach’ as part of its principles of sustainable development. Current priorities must be measured against  longer term perspectives.  The environment has to last for obvious reasons and not just those parts that benefit from designation.  In this context, a ‘reasonable’ approach sits more comfortably with taking the environment into account, than an approach that is founded upon ‘step changes’ in the rate of development.  A reasonable plan must be credible, evidence-based, informed by consultation with different sectoral and spatial interests, and robust enough to deal with the unexpected.

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

English Heritage welcomes the independent assessment of the RSS and considers the approach taken is based upon best practice in what is an evolving area of work.  SA and plan preparation are iterative processes and in the light of the SA’s conclusions, there are considerable concerns for the sustainability of the SEP as submitted (including the Implementation Plan).  The final strategy must reflect and respond to these concerns.  The recently announced growth points in the South East potentially adds to these problems and represents an additional test of the SEP’s sustainability credentials.
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