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Introduction

The Regional Economic Strategy defines three spatial contours in the region, one of which is the “Rural South East”.  However it is important to recognise that the other two contours, the “Inner South East” and “Coastal South East” also have substantial rural areas within them.  Overall more than 82% of the land area of the south east region is ‘rural’.  
There are more than 170 small rural towns and 1,400 villages in the region.  The Defra definition for rural settlements relates to populations under 10,000, although it is recognised that small towns are essential to their rural hinterlands and in the Rural White Paper it accepts that towns up to 20,000 should be viewed as rural too.  Nearly one in four people [25%] in the region live in these small rural towns, villages and the countryside. 

There are more than 100,000 businesses based in rural areas, with a very wide spectrum of activity – manufacturing, service businesses, tourism and leisure.   Only 24,000 are farm holdings.
More than 32% of the region is covered by landscapes that are designated as nationally important – with one National Park, another under consideration and nine Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty.  The region also contains the 4 most wooded counties in the United Kingdom.
SEEDA contributed to the development of rural policies included in the Regional Spatial Strategy through the Assembly-led Rural Group.

The five key rural priorities in the Regional Economic Strategy follow the policies outlined in the South East Plan, and are as follows:
1. Invest in the economic viability of villages and market towns across the Rural South East.

2. Exploit the potential of the knowledge economy for new business creation and development, and stimulate the take up and effective use of Broadband.

3. Assist the food and farming sectors to adapt to new regulations, enabling them to develop new skills and to capitalise on opportunities for new products and processes resulting from CAP reform and new technology, while enhancing the natural resources on which they rely.

4. Support the development of premium local products by investing in the land-based products supply chain, adopting high quality standards.

5. Invest in and promote the area’s cultural, heritage and landscape assets, and develop the visitor economy linked to the conservation of a high quality environment.

2C.1 Is There Sufficient Focus/Explicit Policy On Rural Issues (Box B1 Policy RE2, Policies H3, BE5&6)?
1
Whilst SEEDA accept and support that the primary focus is on urban   growth, the statistics above demonstrate the importance of rural areas.
2
SEEDA supports the statement set out in Box B1 on the four key principles for rural policy development in the region.  
3
SEEDA is similarly pleased to support Policy H3 which recognises the needs for some housing development in rural areas to meet identified needs.  

4
SEEDA is very supportive of policies BE5 and BE6 to support rural communities.

5
SEEDA does feel that there is a sufficient focus for rural areas through these policies.

6
However SEEDA would like to point out that other policies in the document, namely those that support countryside and woodlands and renewable energy are vital rural policies.
7
The landscape is considered by SEEDA to be a valuable economic asset and gives the region a competitive edge.  It is one of the main reasons why people want to live and base their businesses here as well as attracting millions of visitors.  The management of this asset is vital to maintain it and this is carried out mostly by farmers and woodland owners.   
8
Land itself is a significant resource enabling the production of local food and woodland products.  The region has many urban areas within it and is on London’s doorstep. Local products can contribute to sustainable production and consumption with less food miles and less carbon emissions.

9
Land management and farming are spelled out in several other parts of the Regional Spatial Strategy and are regarded as critical rural policies that relate to the economy of the region and not just important to the environment [being discussed under Sub-matter 6B Countryside and Coast].   
10
Policy C3 is regarded as critical by SEEDA in the rural context of this discussion. The policy promotes positive and high quality management of the countryside and goes on to make the point of the need to support local economies and social well-being of communities through small scale development proposals to meet local needs.  Policy C2 also recognises that in Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty, similar needs should be considered. 

11
Policy NRM5 on woodlands, which provides an encouragement for economic use of woodlands for wood products and wood fuel, is regarded by SEEDA as an important rural policy and is therefore supported by SEEDA.

12
The opportunities of biomass for combined heat and power and to meet renewable energy targets are set out in policies EN2, EN3 and EN5.  These are supported by SEEDA as critical rural policy statements.
13
SEEDA would have preferred to see a more robust approach to land management.  Whilst we applaud the supporting statement made in paragraph 1.12 which states ‘planning policy will need to be responsive to the new agricultural and horticultural infrastructure requirements likely to arise from reforms to the Common Agricultural Policy, in order that the countryside may continue to be managed through land management practices’, we consider that this should become a formal and specific policy statement rather than just an explanatory statement.

14
All the policies listed above are important to the rural agenda of the South East and are supported by SEEDA.
2C.2 Are The Needs Of Smaller Towns Adequately Recognised In Draft RSS (Including Policy BE5)?

15
There are 179 small rural towns in the region, recognised by SEEDA and local authority partners across the region.  136 of these have populations of less than 10,000 and 43 have populations above 10,000 but below 20,000.
16
SEEDA recognises the importance of small towns as serving a rural hinterland providing employment, key services, leisure etc.  They are often the hubs of local transport routes.  Many of the smaller towns may have lost some of their original focus as a retail centre but there are significant opportunities for outlets for local products [recognised by the burgeoning farmers markets].  They have real opportunities for business development; most are highly distinctive with potential as centres for tourism.  They also offer opportunities for more affordable housing.

17
SEEDA has encouraged the development of a regional body (the South East Rural Towns Partnership) which is now the voice for their ambitions.  They have made it clear that they would like to consolidate their role to become ‘capitals of their surrounding hinterlands’ - now part of the key actions for rural areas in the Regional Economic Strategy.

18
The policy set out in BE5 does recognise their importance and the need to strengthen their viability, recognising their social, economic and cultural importance to wider rural areas.   The policy particularly recognises their role as local hubs, their distinctiveness, character and appearance and the potential for providing affordable housing.  SEEDA supports this policy and believes that it is adequate.

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)

19
SEEDA recognises the importance of suburban areas and supports Policy BE3 which promotes the need for a pro-active and integrated approach to area management.

20
The South East has many urban areas, and many of these areas suffer from real pressures from development and are often degraded by poor land management and fly tipping. SEEDA supports the ten key functions of the urban rural fringe set out in Box BE2.
21
The problem of maintaining land around the urban fringe is one that faces many of the more crowded rural areas around major cities across Europe.  The South East is working with eleven other EU regions to help develop an understanding of the pressures and possible solutions to their management through sharing best practice.  The Purple network [Peri-Urban Regions Platform Europe] aims to be able to influence future rural European policies.

22
SEEDA recognises the importance of maintaining the land around the edge of towns.  It is often the most easily accessible for urban population. The land around London is particularly under pressure, as much of it is designated as Areas of outstanding natural Beauty as well as Green Belt.  It acts as a major leisure resource for London and needs careful management to ensure it is maintained.  However, SEEDA recognises that to deliver sustainable economic development in the region there will need to be more housing in the inner south east, and that it is unlikely that this can all be accommodated within existing urban areas.  In sustainability terms the additional housing is likely to be best provided as urban extensions to existing towns, and so will be on current urban fringe land.
23
SEEDA supports the particular policy BE4 on managing the urban rural fringe and thinks it is adequate for a Regional Spatial Strategy.
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