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Sub-matter 2C
RURAL, SMALL TOWNS AND BUILT ENVIRONMENT

2C.1
Is there sufficient focus/explicit policy on rural issues (Box B1, Policy RE2, Policies H3, BE5&6)? 
The short answer is No. Countryside, rural and market town sustainability issues are inextricably linked in the real world. The Plan’s fragmented approach to these issues reinforces the view that we have expressed in our other statements (2B and 6B) that the Plan is urban-centred, with priority clearly given to urban housing development and urban based economic development. We have stressed in our response to Sub-Matter 6B that there needs to be a consolidation of countryside and rural matters within a single section of the Plan. 
It is also clear that the Plan, even in its fragmented form, deals with these issues in only a superficial, motherhood manner which adds relatively little to the conventional wisdom that rural authorities and communities have been struggling with for years. This is significant because it implies that insufficient original thought has been given to rural issues to counterbalance the overwhelming focus of the Plan on the major regional housing and economic growth issues and the combined pressures they create for the Region’s countryside and rural communities.

This begs the question “What are the other issues that the Plan should have tackled?” One is cumulative pressure on our countryside and rural towns and settlements of increased commuting, rat-running, HGV traffic, “High Street cloning”, supermarket dominance, land banking – with all its consequences, etc. The Plan provides no strategic leadership in how to deal with this out of control cumulative problem. 
Another is that the Plan does not adequately address the strategic role the countryside could have in delivering its vision for a healthy region and a high quality of life for its residents and visitors. In particular, if some of the problems highlighted above could be minimised, the Region’s countryside would be in a better position to deliver a higher quality of cultural and recreational relaxation and enjoyment for the residents of the Region’s growth/development areas. The multiplicity of potential threats to the Chilterns arising from the “Growth Agenda” and the pressures referred to above is a case in point. The lack of focus in the Plan on conserving areas of relative tranquillity is another. Positive initiatives, such as those based on wide area green infrastructure concepts (e.g. Green Arc type initiatives), need to be addressed.
One can not avoid the conclusion that SEERA should be asked to revisit these key issues.

2C.2
Are the needs of smaller towns adequately recognised in draft RSS (including Policy BE5)?  
No. See response to 2C1 above.

Specific proposal
Policy BE5 iii should be reworded as follows to make it more meaningful:

iii Provide for small scale housing development (especially for affordable housing) in small rural towns where this would meet identified needs.  Care should be taken with all developments in rural towns to ensure that the distinctive character and nature of the town is enhanced and not compromised.
2C.3
Is the draft RSS’s approach to the Built Environment soundly based and sufficiently regionally specific, particularly on suburban renewal and on the urban rural fringe (Policies BE3 and BE4)?
Suburban intensification and renewal

We welcome the statement in para.3.1 of Section D8 that “a more creative approach to neighbourhood planning will be needed.” Building on this, we would wish to see the concept of Neighbourhood Character Assessments specifically referred to in Policy BE2. This is particularly relevant in small towns where, for example, incremental housing intensification can dramatically alter the character of an individual neighbourhood in an uncontrolled manner, with consequential damage to the overall character of a small town and to wildlife corridors and green infrastructure within it. This is a problem increasingly encountered in several Chiltern heritage towns.
Rural/urban fringe
We retain our strong opposition to some of the wording of Policy BE4, expressed in our June submission, for the reasons given. The current text is once again an example of the urban-centred thinking that pervades the Plan.
[Please note: the policy heading at the top of our June submission was incorrectly stated as BE3]
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