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2C.1   Is there sufficient focus/ explicit policy on rural issues (Box B1, Policy RE2, Policies H3, BE5 & 6)?

1. Natural England considers that the draft South East Plan places insufficient focus on rural issues.  It also believes that explicit policy on rural issues is generally conspicuous by its absence and, where present, tends to be somewhat weak and peripheral.

2. In Section B, para. 5.6 the draft SE Plan states that rural issues have been approached as a “core context” for the plan.  In theory there is no compelling reason why the RSS should not adopt the integrated urban/ suburban/ rural approach so favoured by the Regional Assembly, as long as it is based on a sound understanding of the underlying issues and contains appropriate policies.

3. In practice, however, the absence of a rural issues discussion paper to inform the Spring Debates in 2004, the overemphasis of the Urban Renaissance approach and the sub-regional priority areas combined with inadequate rural proofing has led to the production of a draft plan that gives insufficient strategic regional planning guidance for many rural areas, particularly the non-designated areas of countryside.

4. The South East Plan, in order to be a plan for the whole region, also needs to contain a strong rural renaissance dimension that reflects the specific planning opportunities and problems across the 80% of the South East that is classified as rural.  The draft plan’s prime focus is to concentrate development within the region’s urban areas, and to seek to achieve at least 60% of all new development on previously developed land and through conversions of existing buildings.  This focus is supported in principle by Natural England but by pursuing the approach so strongly the plan has tended to neglect the many positive contributions that rural areas can make to sustainable development.  The diverse and high quality countryside in the SE is a precious natural asset in its own right and a valuable leisure and health resource.  In addition the fact that most new developments in the countryside are small should not detract from the point that such developments in total are of strategic importance and require informed regional guidance.

5. A parallel and integrated rural renaissance approach will require the production of carefully crafted policies that encourage appropriate economic and social development, reflect and enhance landscape character and local distinctiveness, and foster truly sustainable rural communities.  A very good example is the need for specific policies for the location of new housing and the provision of affordable housing that are tailored to the needs and circumstances of rural areas in the South East. (to complement draft Policies H3 and H4).

6. The inclusion of Policies BE5 (the role of small rural towns) and BE6 (Village management) is welcomed but the wording of both is considered to be rather bland and unimaginative.  Natural England would request that these policies are strengthened and given more positive regional promotion of integrated sustainable rural development.  This includes various measures that can lead to the achievement of greater environmental sustainability in the surrounding countryside.  One good example is the creation of a new policy advocating the sensitive conversion of redundant buildings in the countryside for suitable business uses.  Such a policy could make a significant contribution to achieving economic, social and environmental objectives in an integrated way.  Local building materials and architectural styles should be encouraged wherever possible and local authorities required to produce supplementary planning documents incorporating suitable landscape character and design advice to stimulate proposals that are “good enough to approve”.

7. Policies T2 (Rural Transport) and TSR2 (Rural Tourism) are strongly supported but these are rare examples of explicit policies on rural issues.

8. To conclude, Natural England suggests that the draft plan still needs to be fully rural proofed.  In practice this means that the sound key principles for rural development in Box 1 should be used as the basis for an integated rural strategy and specific region-wide and sub-regional rural policies where appropriate.  If the SE Plan fails to embrace such an approach it will only provide the basis for a partly healthy region.  This is not to argue that rural areas should receive preferential treatment, rather that they should receive appropriate planning policies within the overall plan.

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

1. The needs of rural market towns are fairly well recognised in the draft SE Plan, as referred to in the previous section, point 6.  Natural England suggests, however, that the policy wording is further enhanced to provide the most positive regional support for ways of achieving sustainable communities that can serve the needs of their residents and large surrounding areas of countryside.  There are real opportunities for providing local employment and affordable housing in smaller towns that are currently not being realised (e.g. the conversion of space over shops to form accommodation for younger people) given the introduction of appropriate policies.

2. Natural England supports Section D8, para 6.3, and recognises the importance of related community engagement and capacity building projects and the management and resourcing of community initiatives (e.g. SEEDA’s Market Town programmes).  These can supplement progressive planning policies and help to create more sustainable small towns across the region.

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)?

Natural England broadly supports the RSS’s approach to the Built Environment and considers it to be regionally specific.  However, on the matter of soundness we believe that whilst the general approach taken, as well as those taken by Policies BE3 and BE4, are not wholly unsound they can be significantly strengthened.  This would be achieved through further development of the principles of Green Infrastructure (GI), and the strengthening and rewording of Policies BE1, BE3 and BE4.  Together these measures would make the plan more robust and better equipped to achieve the objectives of sustainable development.

General Approach

Natural England considers that the general approach taken does not do enough to meet the region’s environmental needs.  A key element to delivering sustainable communities is the concept of Green Infrastructure.  This is based on a strategic approach to ensuring environmental assets of natural and cultural value are integrated with land development, growth management and built infrastructure planning at the earliest stage.

Natural England defines Green Infrastructure as:

‘A strategic, interconnected network of multifunctional open spaces which can contribute to a high quality natural and built environment that brings many social, economic and environmental benefits to local people and communities.  Spatially, GI can span the continuum from urban centres to the suburban and through to the wider countryside.’

Natural England believes that GI planning has a key role to play in connecting urban, suburban and rural communities in a physical and spatial sense.  It connects communities to high quality green spaces and links as well as protecting and managing the enhancement of the region’s special character.

To this end Natural England would recommend the development of a new overarching GI policy for the RSS, together with the strengthening of Policies BE1, BE3 and BE4 to include a GI requirement (suggested wording attached as Appendix 1).

Policy BE3: Suburban Renewal

Currently Policy BE3 does little to recognise the role the environment plays to enhancing quality of life and encouraging economic regeneration.  This issue needs to be addressed in both the supporting text and the policy itself.  Further the policy needs to be more strongly linked to Policies BE1 and BE2 as well as to the ten key functions of urban rural fringe listed in Box BE2.

Policy BE4: Managing the Urban Rural Fringe

The sustainable future of urban rural fringe areas in the South East is of vital importance, and the principles of Policy BE4 are strongly supported.  However, the current policy needs to reflect the following:

· To provide clarity in terminology and consistency of approach for local planning authorities preparing LDDs;

· To consider reference to the identification of ‘urban rural fringe zones’ in and around towns in LDDs, rather than the definition of boundaries;

· To provide a link between Policy BE3 and BE4 and the provision of “Green Infrastructure” (GI).

There needs to be clarity and consistency between the terms ‘urban rural fringe’ and ‘countryside in and around towns’;  The new policy wording proposed in Appendix 1 advocates the sole use of the term ‘urban rural fringe’.

It is arguable whether it is appropriate for LDDs to define precise boundaries for the urban rural fringe.  Urban rural fringe locations are typically transitional areas between town and countryside, which, by their very nature are not easy to define on the ground.  The influence of urban areas will vary, depending on a range of factors that may change over time.  Therefore Natural England would like to suggest that the more appropriate use of ‘urban rural fringe zones’ are identified and shown in LDDs rather than precise boundaries.

In order to provide internal consistency within the rest of the Plan and provide a basis for soundness of urban rural fringe policies, Natural England believes there should be a separate over-arching policy within the SE Plan to promote the provision of multifunctional Green Infrastructure and a new paragraph should be added to Section 4 after para 4.3 to make the link with a new GI policy (suggested wording included in Appendix 1).

