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The South East Protected Landscapes (SEPL) responses to questions 2C.1 and 2C.3 are set out below.  The SEPL does not wish to respond to question 2C.2. 
2C.1 Is there sufficient focus/explicit policy on rural issues (Box B1, Policy RE2, Policies H3, BE5 & 6)?

Compared with the previous draft of the South East Plan, the increased emphasis on rural issues is welcomed; however there is still insufficient focus/explicit policy on rural issues in the Plan.  It would be helpful if rural issues were given greater prominence in terms of the inclusion of a Rural Strategy section.  This is needed in particular for parts of the South East which lie outside the sub-regional areas, where there is currently a policy vacuum.

The SEPL is not convinced that rural and countryside issues have been approached as a core context for the Plan, as stated in paragraph 5.6.  Box B1 deals with four key principles, which are drawn too widely to cover the complex situations which apply across rural parts of the region and consequently do not form a sound basis for local policy and action.  Whilst the principles of Box B1 are a welcome inclusion in the Plan, they are remote from the policies and less likely to be read in conjunction with the relevant ones.  The cross-referencing to the chapters is equally weak as it does not highlight which policies contain advice on rural issues.
For example, the role of the region’s rural landscape in underpinning a successful economy is recognised in the context of the Plan under Section B, paragraph 5.1, but this is not translated into Section D2:  Economy.  The policies in this section relating to the location of employment land, including Policy RE2, do not make reference to the need to conserve and enhance key environmental and natural assets.  Without such reference in the policies there is a real danger that development will occur in locations which may cause harm to environmental assets, which would then have knock on effects in terms of undermining the economy.
A suite of policies for the sub-regions exists in Section E, but their coverage of rural issues is variable.  In addition, there is no spatial guidance within the Plan for the diversity of countryside and related issues over other parts of the South East.  To rectify this, the Plan should include a suite of rural policies, addressing the different problems and strategies which are required in different rural parts of the region, and expressing how the set of principles are to be taken forward as a basis for future action.

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)?
The SEPL considers that the draft RSS’s approach to the Built Environment in respect of the urban rural fringe is sufficiently regionally specific but is not soundly based.
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The future of urban rural fringe areas is a key concern for many nationally designated landscapes in the South East and for the future of areas of countryside which are subject to intense urban pressures due to their close proximity to towns and cities.  The sustainable future of urban fringe areas in the South East is of vital importance, and the principles of this policy, which reflect the Countryside Agency’s (now Natural England’s) Vision for Countryside in and around Towns, are strongly supported.  
There is clearly a regionally specific need for an urban fringe policy in the South East Plan, taking into account the high quality of the countryside (35% of which is designated as National Park or AONB) combined with such intense pressures for development.
There is no need to alter the policy to make it more regionally specific, but Policy BE4 and the supporting text, as worded, are not soundly based.  Unfortunately, they are confusing and do not provide clarity for local planning authorities preparing Local Development Documents.  

Firstly, there is a lack of clarity and consistency between the terms ‘urban rural fringe’ and ‘countryside in and around towns’.  Paragraph 4.2 defines urban rural fringe for the purposes of the Plan as “those areas that geographically lie around urban areas”.  Countryside in and around Towns is not defined, but paragraph 4.1 states that “The Countryside in and Around Towns Vision identifies ten key functions which should be pursued…see Box BE2”.  However, the heading for Box BE2 is “Ten key functions of the urban rural fringe”, and the confusion is increased by some of the 10 key functions clearly going beyond the ‘urban rural fringe’ in terms of the definition in the Plan.  For example, function 1; ‘A bridge to the country’, includes “green spaces...linked to the urban centre” and “urban parks”, which clearly relates to ‘countryside in and around towns.’  This confusion over terms needs to be clarified. 

Secondly, there is no connection made with ‘green infrastructure’ which has the potential to provide a spatial framework for many of the functions of the CIAT vision.  A cross reference should be made to a new policy which should be included in the South East Plan for green infrastructure.

Thirdly, the confusion in paragraphs 4.1 to 4.3 is compounded by Policy BE4 which states that LDDs should identify:  “Boundaries of the urban rural fringe around settlements in their authority including areas currently or potentially subject to dereliction”.   Firstly, there is no guidance to local planning authorities on which types of settlements should have boundaries (i.e. urban and rural), and secondly, in terms of advice on how to define boundaries, cross reference back to Box BE2 will cause confusion for the reasons set out above.  The advice in the policy that boundaries should include “areas… potentially subject to dereliction” is not particularly helpful, as all land around urban areas could potentially become derelict in the future;

Fourthly, 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 the town and the 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 which may change over time.  For example, as areas become more accessible to urban populations there is a greater potential for urban rural fringe issues to extend further outwards into the countryside.  Conversely, if green areas in suburban locations are not developed, the influence of the 
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countryside may extend into the town over time.  Accordingly, it may be more appropriate for ‘urban fringe zones’ to be identified in and around towns, which could be fuzzy areas shown in LDDs, rather than precise boundaries.  
Fifthly, Policy BE4 draws no distinction between the intrinsic qualities of different areas of land in the urban rural fringe and needs to provide greater consistency with national policies for landscape and biodiversity, for example it would not be appropriate to promote major development such as urban extensions which would damage, directly or indirectly, resources such as National Parks, AONBs or SSSIs.
The Plan should be more soundly based in terms of providing clear guidance on the criteria to be used by local planning authorities, taking into account the appropriate evidence base.  The SEPL has worked closely with Natural England to agree on a revised policy for the urban rural fringe, which is reproduced in the appendix to this statement for consideration by the Panel.
N.B.  Appendix 1 to this statement is reproduced separately in a PDF file, in accordance with the wishes of the Panel.
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