MATTER 2 SPATIAL STRATEGY

Sub-matter 2C Rural, Small Towns & Built Environment

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 aim, in our contribution to the EiP, 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.

2C.1 Is there sufficient focus/explicit policy on rural issues (Box B1, Policy RE2, Policies H3, BE5 & BE6)?

1
Section B recognises that rural areas are an important component of the Region not only because of their physical extent and the fact that they are home to 20% of the population, but also because of the functional relationship with urban areas, which in turn influences the character of the Region as a whole.  It also recognises that access to services, housing, jobs etc is not evenly spread throughout the rural areas and that this presents problems.  Against this backcloth, the SEP suggests that rural issues have been approached as a core context of the Plan.  The inclusion of Box B1 as a ‘signpost’ to where the key principles are dealt with tends to suggest that focus remains an issue.  We suggest that at least the referencing in Box B1 needs to be more specific if it is to be effective and to demonstrate the extent of policy coverage, albeit dispersed throughout the Plan.  Box B1 omits reference to Section D8 – the very section dealing with rural communities/village management on pages 186 -187.
2
We are broadly content that the main strategic rural issues are covered.  Section C sets out the preferred spatial strategy, including appropriate rural development to support the maintenance of thriving, mixed communities, as well as the need to protect and enhance environmental, cultural and heritage assets.  All of this is sound, but like Policy RE2, provides little by way of detail.  Policy RE2 (last para.) covers a lot of ground (agriculture, horticulture, forestry and diversification), without indicating the sort of criteria to be taken into account.  At least the consultation draft Policy RE1(viii) ‘Sustainable Economic Development’, looked to minimising loss or damage to the environment.

3
Policy H3 refers to the need for ‘some’ housing development to meet identified social or economic needs.  Meeting such needs would be likely to require a different order of magnitude if other policy considerations did not apply.  The policy does not reflect the complexity suggested para. 4.2 and while it picks up reference to economic and social aspects referred to in the explanatory text, no mention is made of environmental considerations. 

4
We welcome the importance attributed to the Region’s market towns and villages in the functioning of the Region and the contribution made to its character.  The need to ‘balance’ development with environmental constraints is referred to on page 186 at para. 5.1 and the need to reinforce/enhance character is stated at para. 6.2.  The Panel is aware of views on ‘balance’ and sustainability.  We welcome reference to the need to protect and enhance the character of small rural towns in Policy BE5 (although question the need for both criterion (iii) and (iv)), particularly in the absence of wider environmental protection.

2C.2 Are the needs of smaller towns adequately recognised in the draft RSS (including Policy BE5)?

5
The policy recognises the multifunctional role of such towns in serving their communities and wider hinterland.  The rural areas are rich in cultural and historic assets.  The Region’s market towns are of intrinsic historic importance, containing numerous listed buildings, nationally important archaeological remains, conservation areas, historic parks and gardens, and a wealth of locally important historic features.  The importance of individuality is referred to on page 186 and Policy BE5 recognises their cultural importance and the need to protect/enhance local character. Insensitive development clearly poses a risk to such settlements.  Safeguarding the character of market towns and their hinterland will be assisted by ensuring an effective generic policy framework for the historic environment.  It is not clear why the need for rigorous design and sustainability criteria should apply to village management (Policy BE6) and not to BE5 also.

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 & BE4)?

6
Section D8 provides sound contextual guidance on the built environment.  Our concerns relate to structural issues, how policy on the historic environment has evolved from issues and objectives and the focus of the policy itself.

7
The SEP recognises that the built environment has a profound influence on ‘quality of life’ and the need for its careful management (Section D8, para. 1.1).  It makes the connection that urban renaissance, as opposed to regeneration, must be founded on a shared vision, community engagement and strong leadership.  It also recognises that the strategy must be about more than merely directing growth to the urban areas, with renaissance extending beyond town centres to include the suburbs, and that many of the principles apply to other smaller settlements.
8
We welcome reference at Section D8, para. 2.6 to the need for development to respect the historic character of buildings, although advise that this should be broadened to include historic areas, as well as their settings (Policy BE1(v) includes reference to context).  Policy BE1 is important for what it says about the relationship between new development and improvements to the urban environment and for the part dealing with promotion and support for built excellence. This is consistent with  ‘Regeneration and the Historic Environment’ (Core Doc. Bn14).  Our concern is that while Policies BE1/BE2 say the right things in relation to development opportunities and proposals for intensification being informed by character appraisal, it assumes that there are the resources/capacity in the system to make the necessary assessments at the right time.  The absence of this capacity heightens the need for policy guidance that will provide the necessary safeguards in the meantime.  The SA cautions against ‘more of the same’. In approaching the task, SEERA has drawn upon good practice from various sources (Box BE1), and this is welcomed. 

9
The question addresses Section D8 as a whole and suburban renewal and the urban fringe in particular.  English Heritage is broadly content with Policies BE3 and BE4, although the merits of defining boundaries to the urban fringe might be questioned  given the nature of such areas and the value to be derived.  Therefore we focus on that part of the Section dealing specifically with the historic environment at Policy BE7.  In seeking the opportunity to participate in this session, our representation drew attention to what we felt to be the Plan’s inadequate consideration of the historic environment as a key element of the built and ‘non-built’ environment and the failure to take advantage of the opportunity to provide a consistent basis for strategic development control across the Region as part of the statutory development plan, accepting of course that the RSS is not confined to considerations of development control.  The Introduction to PPS11 makes clear that it does not replace or overrule other national planning policies and PPG15 looks to appropriate strategic as well as local development plan guidance in caring for the historic environment.

10
Part of the problem rests with the structure of the SEP.  Regional Spatial Strategy Monitoring: A Good Practice Guide (ODPM, Dec. 2005) states at para. 6.1 that ‘in a well-prepared RSS, policies are clearly linked to specific objectives’.  EiP discussion on Matter 1A exposed confusion as to where the actual objectives were to be found, but nothing appears for the historic environment on pages 10 & 11 that purports to set out the objectives to inform policy.  Our Statement on 1A suggested how this could be remedied.  The current IRF objectives would not constitute a suitable alternative as they themselves are under review and in terms of the historic environment lack the holistic approach of the preceding RSDF.

11
Apart from Policy CC1 (sustainable development) that refers to environmental limits and Policy CC12 (environmental character), there is no overarching environment policy (natural, built & historic) setting out how the Plan is to meet PPS1, para. 19 requirements – the sequential approach referred to in the Matter 1A statement by Natural England.  This is surprising given that environment forms one of the three pillars referred to in the SA.  This could be met satisfactorily by amending Policy CC12 to incorporate provisions for avoidance of damage, mitigation, compensation and enhancement where appropriate and in so doing, more closely reflect the explanation at para. 1.42 on page 54.
12
In recognition of the uncertainties and to reduce the potential adverse impacts identified in the SA,  strategic policies could take on more of a development control emphasis as provided for in PPS11, para. 1.18(i), rather than rely so extensively on other plans and strategies to fulfil the requirements of the statutory development plan.  This would assist consistency across the region and help ‘mind the gap’ as the new planning system ‘beds in’ with transition from saved development plan policies to LDFs.  The Non-Technical SA (Core Doc **) recognises the problem where it states at page 15 ‘the ability of the plan to mitigate its impacts is entirely dependent on its policies and behavioural change enabling the Plan to be implemented in a more sustainable way’ and amongst the key conclusions on page 17 ‘policies are often broad and directional, rather than absolute, and could be interpreted in different ways in different locations’.  As submitted, Policy BE7 does not provide the balance referred to in PPS11, para.1.5.

13
We would not see an overarching modified Policy CC12, or equivalent, on Environment doing away the need for a policy on the historic environment at the Regional Framework level.  Para. 1.4 on page 42 of the SEP notes the danger of high level policies being observed in principle, but not in practice.

14
Para. 8.6 states that the ‘sustainable management of the historic environment through the planning system and other plans should be based upon an understanding of its significance and vulnerability to change.  This is critical given the pace and scale of change faced by the region’.  It goes on to advocate the benefits of character appraisal to inform policy development.  This needs to be taken a step further to make clear that it is not just policies that need to be so informed, but the actual development proposals and decisions arising. 

15
Characterisation is an approach which can be used at a range of scales to develop an understanding of what important and why.  When linked to sensitivity analysis it can help determine the extent to which change can be accommodated.  The coverage across the Region varies in both the geographic sense and levels of detail.  What the SEP lacks is any assessment of the extent to which the capacity of the historic environment to accommodate the development proposed exists.  This deficiency is identified in the SA.  All appears to rest on lower tier strategies, but Policy BE7 fails to provide the strategic guidance necessary given its own role as part of the statutory development plan and in the light of experience as LDFs come forward, with considerable variation in the way in which the built and historic environment is provided for.

16
Unlike Policy NRM4 ‘Conservation and the Improvement of Biodiversity’, there is no guidance on the need to provide the highest level of protection for nationally and internationally designated sites.  The need to protect such sites is reiterated in PPS1, para. 17.  Again, unlike Policy NRM4 there is nothing about avoiding damage to lesser sites, or the need for mitigation where damage is unavoidable, or increasing public access.

17
The historic environment is an integral part of the built environment.  It is most obvious and familiar to people in terms of the presence of listed buildings, scheduled monuments and conservation areas, particularly in town, district and village centres, but not exclusively so.  In addition to which, there is widespread recognition of the contribution of locally important features in the built environment that contribute so much to local character, distinctiveness and sense of place.  PPS1 ( paras. 1, 5, 17, 20, 27) highlights the part to be played by the historic environment in creating sustainable communities.

18
Regionally significant historic features are identified on page 188.  In the absence of a Regional Environmental Strategy or regional level historic landscape character assessment, this represents a pragmatic approach under the circumstances.  PPS11, para.1.1 looks to making the RSS as a whole ‘more’ regionally specific.  That does not mean forsaking those aspects less easily reduced to regional significance.

19
We suggest revised wording for Policy BE7 as follows:

The historic environment will be protected and enhanced, particularly those features recognised as being of national importance.  This will require the  identification and assessment of the significance of heritage assets and their vulnerability to change; the preservation of archaeological sites and remains, the conservation and enhancement where appropriate, of historic buildings, conservation areas and historic landscapes, recognising the contribution these all make to local and regional distinctiveness and sense of place.

Proposals that make sensitive use of historic assets through regeneration, particularly where these bring redundant or under-used buildings and areas into appropriate use will be encouraged.

Particular account will be taken of those regionally significant features identified in the supporting text.
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