Sub-matter 2C/Farming & Rural Issues Group (7629)

Rural

The Farming & Rural Issues Group brings together the majority of the land based organisations operating within the South East.  These include (among others) the British Agricultural & Garden Machinery Association, the Country Land & Business Association, the Forestry & Timber Association, the National Farmers’ Union, the Tenant Farmers’ Association, and the Federation of Young Farmers’ Clubs. It was formed shortly after SEERA and SEEDA were established, and was formally recognised by SEEDA and the Regional Office of MAFF as an authoritative voice of the region’s land based industries.  The Defra team within GOSE (which succeeded MAFF) have also given the Group formal recognition from the time that they were created out of MAFF.

Our Group has already submitted evidence to the EIP on Climate Change and Coast and Countryside issues. Those submissions highlight the scope for mobilising the SE’s land based sector (essentially agriculture, horticulture, and forestry) as the prime deliverer of climate change mitigation measures (in the form of renewable energy), local food supplies, an attractive landscape, and biodiversity.   The Group believes that the SE Plan is its present form fails to reflect the industry’s potential for achieving these.

Box B1: The Group has long argued that the “rurality” of the SE region is determined by the extent to which it continues to be managed for agriculture, horticulture, and forestry.  It does not see adequate recognition of this within the SE Plan.   This apparent failure to link the region’s “rurality” to the commercial management of land seems to ignore the fact that there is clear evidence on the ground of the way in which the landscape and biodiversity will often deteriorate if land moves from farming into amenity use.   The prevalence of horse enterprises and pony paddocks in areas where farming has ceased to happen is just one such example.

The Group believes that Box B1 should incorporate a statement reflecting the above position.

Policy RE2: The Group welcomes the last paragraph of Policy RE2 which reflects an amendment to the draft Plan which was proposed from the floor of the Assembly in 2004.   This had the full support of the Group at the time of its adoption at that SEERA Plenary session.  As the industry develops - in the ways anticipated by the Group in its earlier submissions to the EIP - there may be a requirement for a limited amount of infrastructure in rural areas (including on-farm).   One obvious example would be the plant and machinery needed for renewable energy production to take place on a commercial scale.  Another would be the trend towards collaborative activity among arable farmers – along the lines of the English Farming & Food Partnership “Share to Grow” initiative – which could lead to larger grain storage facilities serving a number of different farms.    

Policies H3/H4: The Group believes that decisions about residential development in rural areas need to be made at a very local level.  Parish plans and local housing assessments are the proper mechanisms for making decisions on this.   This presupposes that the local arrangements for determining future employment opportunities in a locality are very carefully calculated so as to take fully into account the changes that may result from - say – a diversified enterprise on a farm or a change in the labour requirements resulting from increased horticultural cropping.

The Group is particularly mindful of the high dependence of the region’s agricultural/horticultural industries on Eastern European labour, and is concerned that it can see very little reference to this throughout the Plan.  Although a majority of this labour is currently seasonal (and on horticultural units) an increasing proportion is fulltime (for example on dairy farms).  Adequate housing provision needs to be made within the Plan for workers from abroad.  At present they are all too often housed in mobile homes even when they are working full time. 

Box BE2/Policy BE4:  The Group supports the aspiration for managing the urban/rural fringe set out in Policy BE4, but is concerned that it is not sufficiently specific about the means of achieving these aspirations.  A deteriorating “urban fringe farming” situation is not generally a static phenomenon.  The problems tend to spread out from the most adversely affected area to blight outlying holdings when those immediately neighbouring the urban area cease to operate as farms in any conventional sense.  Box BE2 fails to address the way in which theft, vandalism, and aggressive trespass need to be countered in many urban fringe situations if commercial farming is to continue in such circumstances.
Policy BE5:  The Farming and Rural Issues Group includes regional representation from organisations such as the British Agricultural and Garden Machinery Association, and the Livestock Auctioneers Association whose members are essential to the farming industry.  The linkage between such businesses (and others such as members of the British Equestrian Trades Association) with the land based sector is not adequately made within Policy BE5.  Agriculture, horticulture, forestry, and the equestrian sector all need to be serviced by a wide range of relatively small local businesses if they are to survive.  In an ideal situation these business form an important link between a market town and its surrounding countryside and contribute much to its character and its economy.  The Group believes more could be made in this policy of the importance that such businesses have and the need to accommodate their planning needs alongside those of other businesses less directly linked to the rural economy.  
