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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?

1   Rural areas across the region provide a key component of the high value placed on quality of life by residents and businesses alike. Landscapes and biodiversity resources of high intrinsic quality cover a high proportion of the region. The rural areas also contain numerous small towns and other settlements providing homes and workplaces for a considerable proportion of the region’s population. The Regional Economic Strategy (RES) identifies the quality of the countryside as a positive attribute for the region and a key source of competitive advantage. It also recognises the contribution which the rural economy makes to the region’s economy. 

2   Although the RSS includes policies addressing landscape, biodiversity, natural resources and recreation issues, these are dispersed in different sections of the Plan. Rural settlement policy is divorced from these. As a spatial strategy, the RSS can therefore be criticised for failing to identify a positive and integrated strategy to ensure that the health of the countryside, covering about 80% of the region, and the communities living there, is not conserved and where possible enhanced. This point is confirmed by the findings of the Sustainability Appraisal which suggest that the strategy will have negative impacts on a range of environmental issues, many of which are rural in nature.

3   Policy CC12 provides an overview of the issues needed to maintain high environmental quality, but does not in itself provide a coherent integrated strategy for the social, economic and environmental of rural areas taken as a whole. The RSS fails to guide local planning authorities in developing appropriate local strategies. The countryside faces considerable challenges related to its economic future as well as the potential risks and opportunities from climate change. Without an integrated strategy for the countryside, the RSS fails to explore the responses which are needed. 

4   The key principles identified in Box B1 are a welcome late addition to the plan. However, they are principles and do not give guidance on the complex of situations which occur in different parts of the region, a subject explored in some of the early research for the RSS (Spatial Dimensions of Rural Policy – Document Library ref Sr11) which SEERA did not take forward in developing the overall strategy. The principles are remote from the policies on rural issues, the cross referencing between the two is weak and the Plan gives no clue how the various principles are to be applied spatially. Despite the assertion that rural issues have been approached as a core context for the Plan (para 5.6) this has to be questioned.

5   Although there is some reference to rural issues in the sub-regional policies contained in Section E of the plan, there is no guidance for the significant areas of countryside which lie outside of the sub-regions. 
6   It is acknowledged that there are references to rural aspects of the issues covered by Policies RE2 and H3 and Policies BE5 and 6 are specifically addressed at rural settlements. However, these hardly form an integrated strategy which will guide local planning authorities in the preparation of LDFs. Given that the land-based sector is vital to maintaining and managing the landscapes of the region, Policy RE2 is an inadequate response. Similarly, Policy H3 does little more than state the obvious and provides only minimal guidance on rural housing issues. Policies BE5&6 provide a more rounded coverage of rural settlement issues but lack any spatial reference which differentiates one part of the region from another. For instance, the definition of villages as settlements below 3000 population covers a host of settlements, in some of which it would be inappropriate to encourage further development. Similarly, there are communities between 3,000 and 10,000 population which are not small rural towns but essentially high quality residential suburbs which look to adjoining urban areas for main services.

7   The County Council would therefore wish to see the RSS recognise that there are differences in the character and socio-economic circumstances of different parts of the rural backcloth of the region which warrant more integrated guidance. It is proposed that Policies C1-4, T2, T4, BE4-7, NRM1,4-6 and 8, EN4-5, TSR2 and 5 could form the nucleus of a section dealing with rural issues. In addition, specific policies on the economic challenges facing the rural areas, the need to tackle affordable rural housing and the delivery of other social infrastructure, and issues arising with respect to waste and minerals could be considered. This would go some way to counterbalancing the urban focus of the present strategy. Any more integrated strategy should promote subsidiarity in the way that rural policy is informed and implemented but at the same time identify the key policy parameters and the spatial imperative of retaining the attributes for which the region is renowned.
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2C.2 – Are the needs of smaller towns adequately recognised in draft RSS (including Policy BE5)?

1   In general terms the County Council supports the advice within Policy BE5 on the need to nurture the role of small rural towns as service centres for their hinterland. This advice is clearly important for those parts of the region where the density of settlement and population is relatively sparse, but is not universally appropriate.

2   In parts of Surrey the concept of market towns serving primarily rural hinterlands remains a significant one, although the towns in question would not satisfy the size criteria adopted within the text of the RSS. There is therefore some lack of clarity over the concept of small rural (market) towns.

3   The plan fails to recognise that in some parts of the region, the concept of a small town is one that can be applied to towns much bigger than the threshold of 10,000 people quoted in the text. Such towns may be rural, in the sense that they are surrounded by countryside, but form part of a more densely settled area which has more of the sense of a polycentric urban mass. Parts of Surrey exhibit these characteristics and for these towns there is little direct guidance available in the RSS.

4   This emphasises the need for appropriate levels of sub-regional policies within the RSS which can adequately reflect the variety of local circumstance which applies within different parts of the region. It also reinforces the need for a specific rural issues section to ensure that those smaller towns which lie outside of defined sub-regions are given sufficient policy backing by the RSS.
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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)?

1   The Built Environment section of the RSS summarises the principles underlying the urban focus of the strategy, notably in Policy BE1. This said the policy is a statement which although useful is not regionally specific and misses out issues such as the need for urban areas to adapt to the risks posed by climate change. The Policy should be amended to refer to the issue of sustainable design and construction as a key built environment issue. 
2   Policies BE2 and BE3 address the issues of the intensification of suburban areas and the need to tackle neighbourhood regeneration in certain areas. In both cases the need for a degree of subsidiarity is recognised in the RSS, with solutions particularly in the case of Policy BE3 having to evolve locally. The County Council has no dispute with this approach.

3   The issue of the urban rural fringe is one, however, where the absence of a coherent strategy for the rural parts of the region undermines the function of the RSS. The strategy has a focus on the potential for urban areas to deliver development either internally or in the form of urban extensions. The potential of the urban rural fringe in affording opportunity for a multiplicity of different uses is recognized in Policy BE4, but this fails to emphasise that in spatial terms this requires a degree of certainty over the long term use of such areas if investment in green infrastructure is to be secured. 

4   The role of greenspace provision in the positive planning of the regional growth areas is recognised by Government and funded as part of the infrastructure necessary to create sustainable communities
. The same sort of attention needs to be given to the creation or improvement of green infrastructure, the term used in the Implementation Plan, across the region. In the context of the urban rural fringe, this can facilitate greater integration between town and country, especially where greenways give opportunity for more sustainable modes of access.

5   The GreenArc South West London is part of the emerging necklace of strategies being developed around and across the inter-regional boundary with London. Such innovative strategies pursue a multi-function role for countryside in the urban rural fringe, with specific attention to the linkages between town and country. The benefits are numerous - improved land use management, landscape enhancement, enhanced access and recreation, biodiversity improvements, cultural awareness – and community involvement and action helps to spread the message about adapting to more sustainable ways of living. The Implementation Plan should reflect the emerging GreenArc projects as part of green infrastructure which will contribute to more sustainable communities within the region.

6   The Plan should acknowledge the need to work across the regional boundaries in such instances to provide a coherent approach to the problems and opportunities within the Metropolitan fringe. The Mayor's statement of intent on the first review of the London Plan includes the following proposals relevant to GreenArc

· support the green grid and green arc vision of attractive and accessible countryside and the urban fringe around London

· encourage positive use of and better access to the Green Belt

as well as other wider objectives for land use management and access which are equally relevant to the South East

· ensure that all major development incorporates green infrastructure that will form part of a wider network of open space

· improve quality of and access to nature, open space and areas of outstanding habitat

· ensure that the network of open space contributes to adaptation to climate change.

7   Policy BE4 at present implies that LDDs should identify the boundaries of urban fringe land. This is not considered universally appropriate as in densely settled parts of the region there is little relationship between what is deemed urban fringe land and boundaries, whether administrative or other. It is proposed that this part of the policy should be amended to delete the requirement for LDDs to define the boundaries of urban rural fringe areas.

8   The County Council also has serious reservations about the final clause of the policy. In principle, the integration of urban rural fringe objectives into the design of urban extensions, where required to deliver the development requirements of the strategy, may act to limit the impact on the character of the countryside. However, major development such as that implied in urban extensions may conflict either directly or indirectly with other more specific objectives such as the protection of biodiversity interests and the conservation and enhancement of designated landscapes such as AONBs. The Policy needs to be amended to ensure that it is consistent with other policies, including national ones, to ensure that sound guidance is given both to plan makers and to developers.
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