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Sub-matter 6B
COUNTRYSIDE AND COAST 

6B.1

Does the Plan set out a positive, integrated strategy for the Region’s countryside in general?  
The Plan falls short of achieving an integrated approach to countryside issues. Its spatial strategies have been driven by built development considerations (economic and housing development needs). Countryside matters appear to have been treated as second order considerations, to fit in with independently derived housing and economic development strategies. Countryside related policies are dispersed throughout the Plan. Insufficient attention and priority has been given to sustaining and enhancing the quality of the Region’s non-designated open countryside.

Examples of shortcomings are:  

· Failure to conduct a systematic comprehensive strategic assessment of existing green infrastructure assets on a broad landscape scale, including the Region’s non-designated open countryside, as a fundamental baseline input to assessing strategic spatial planning options.
· Failure to present a coherent approach to the sustainability of the Region’s countryside to match the quality and value attributed to it in the Plan (see para1.1 Section D7).
· Failure to give adequate guidance on the protection of the landscape and heritage importance to the Region of the river valley corridor of the River Thames, where it passes through the Region’s countryside.
· Failure to consider the Countryside in and around Towns and the rural/urban fringe as integral parts of the Region’s countryside, rather than just in an urban centred context (see Section D8). 
· Failure to give adequate recognition to the need for major programmes, such as the Green Arc initiatives, to tackle countryside landscape improvement, wildlife network creation and accessibility improvement on a strategic wide-area scale.
· Insufficient recognition is given to the interdependence of much of the Region’s rich historic environment and the landscapes within which it is located. (e.g. the landscape setting of country houses and parks). Account of heritage assets should be taken in Green Infrastructure planning. 
Section D7 of the Plan should be extended to cover the matters listed above and to include the non-urban aspects of Section D8, which could then concentrate on Management of the Built and Historic Environment in Large Urban Areas.
Would it be appropriate to include a `Countryside Quality’ Indicator as a measure of the success of the strategy?  
The use of quality indicators for designated areas, and other defined broad areas of countryside (e.g. Green Arcs and Green Belts), would seem appropriate and practicable. However, the Region’s countryside is diverse and care must be taken in other areas to use indicators that are “fit for purpose”.
6B.2

Does the Plan set out a positive vision for National Parks and AONBs that reflects the opportunities they provide for the region and beyond?  
The same level of priority should be attached in Policies C1 and C2 to the conservation and enhancement of the Region’s National Parks and AONBs. Both equally represent England’s finest landscapes. 
It should be recognised that the setting of AONB’s and National Parks are vulnerable to inappropriate planning proposals in the areas that surround them. Where long distance views are a significant feature of that setting, or where the degradation of agricultural land around the designated area is a significant threat, planning authorities should be encouraged to use mechanisms, such as strategic gaps or similar concepts, to provide a further measure of landscape protection. The Chilterns AONB, which is gradually being surrounded by areas of new development, is exposed to such threats. It should be recognised that much of the countryside around AONBs is still of high quality.
6B.3

Is there a need for regional guidance on the River Thames Corridor?  
Yes. Clear regional guidance is needed:

a) To ensure an appropriate level of recognition for this multi-functional national asset, and 
b) To achieve cross boundary consistency in planning policies and application at the LDF level.

The Chiltern Society supports the general thrust of the comprehensive statements submitted by the River Thames Society (RTS) (7522) on the need to give much greater recognition to the River Thames throughout the Plan.

We strongly endorse the RTS’ contention that the Draft Plan fails to recognise the importance of the River Thames to the nation and to the Region. The RTS submission sets out cogent arguments for considering a cross cutting policy focussed on the River Thames in Section D1 of the Plan.
We agree with the RTS that the Plan should contain strategic policies to enhance the environs of the River Thames where it passes through urban areas.
In our following comments, we concentrate on the need for regional guidance on the River Thames Corridor in countryside areas. We use the example of where it passes through the Chilterns countryside and adjacent areas to demonstrate our case.

The Thames passes through the Chilterns joint Natural/Character Area (Area110), and this Society’s area of benefit, for about 80km. For most of this distance the Thames Corridor is very rural and contains some of the most attractive countryside and spectacular views across the river valley along the non-tidal Thames. This stretch of the river also passes through the attractive Chiltern market towns of Marlow, Henley and Wallingford, and many smaller settlements, such as Cookham and Sonning, that are synonymous with many of the traditional qualities of English country life and heritage.
For 30km, the Thames marks the boundary of the Chilterns AONB. For about half of that distance it forms a joint boundary with the North Wessex Downs AONB. Even where the Chilterns AONB is separated from the river by relatively short distances, the rural river valley forms an integral element of the setting of the AONB. Similarly, the river valley sides are integral elements of the setting of the river itself. Much of the river valley outside of the AONBs is locally designated (e.g. areas of attractive landscape). 
The slopes and escarpments of the river valley provide unrivalled vistas within the wider area. The river valley corridor is richly endowed with historic houses and parks (e.g. Cliveden, Fawley Court and Dorchester Abbey) and ancient woodlands (e.g. Quarry and Bisham Woods – part of the Chilterns Beechwoods SAC, but not within the AONB). The river corridor embraces important wildlife habitats, some of which are undesignated (e.g. Little Marlow Gravel Pits and Jubilee River), and acts as a wildlife corridor (e.g. for wildfowl, waders, raptors and dragonflies). 
Yet, there is no coherence or consistency of planning policy towards the river between riparian planning authorities. Even where LPAs have policies that relate to the setting of the river or of an adjacent AONB, those policies often fail to carry significant weight in development control decisions. Local landscape designations lack consistency between LPAs. In the absence of any form of national designation for the River Thames Corridor, a clear policy within the Plan would help rectify these deficiencies.
· The potential of the Thames for informal recreation, sporting uses, improved management and access is recognised in Policy TSR7 (Priority Areas for Tourism). 
· The wider multi-functional potential of the river itself is also recognised in the Thames Waterway Plan (Participant’s Document RTS1). 
· Para.8.8 Section D10 of the Plan highlights the threats of competing land use pressures in the river basin and stresses the need for further co-ordination and land use planning to prevent undermining of the river’s role as a tourism and recreation resource. 
However, all of these are focussed principally on the narrow perspective of the river waterway itself and its immediate bank-side environs, not on the broader corridor of the river valley.
Where the river passes through countryside areas, a broad spatial approach to the River Thames Corridor is required. The asset value, in terms of sustainability, of the narrow waterway corridor can not be divorced from that of the wider river valley and its immediate environs. Cultural, social and recreational enjoyment of the river itself is enhanced by the natural and historic environmental value of the river valley through which it passes. The Chilterns, and the Thames Corridor through them in particular, is walking country (and widely promoted as such by the Chilterns Conservation Board and others). Distant views of, and across, the river are a valued attraction of walking within the valley corridor and visiting its vantage points. In countryside areas, the waterway and its wider river valley are part of a single integrated landscape. 
New developments viewed in the narrow context of the river waterway could be very intrusive and unsustainable within the broader context of the river valley landscape. Whilst most of the land area in the countryside stretches of the river valley is not threatened by large scale economic or housing development, the beauty and rural sustainability of that landscape can be easily spoiled by ill-judged development on a smaller scale.

What should [regional guidance on the River Thames Corridor] contain?  
In our June submission we proposed a new River Thames Corridor policy for Section D7. This was subsequently also proposed by SEFS, the North West Green Arc and others. A modified and extended version of that proposal, incorporating changes suggested by other respondents, is given below. A set of high-level regional policy criteria, on these lines and/or reflecting the criteria listed in the RTS submission (7522), is essential to establish the priority demanded by such an important national heritage asset and the consistency of approach required at LDF level.
Since the nature of the river valley landscape varies along the length of the non-tidal Thames, groups of riparian LPAs within parts of the river corridor having similar landscape characteristics should be required to develop joint Supplementary Planning Documents for such cross-border areas. 
The width of the corridor in countryside areas will depend on the nature of the valley landscape and on the mix of environmental, cultural and recreational assets that collectively could be regarded as an integral part of its landscape character. Factors to be taken into account in considering the appropriate width of the corridor should include: 
· The locus of the valley ridge on either side of the river, particularly to include vantage points offering distant views across the river valley;

· The wildlife habitat assets and network potential on either side of the river;

· The extent of the flood plain, particularly in low lying areas;

· The boundaries of any adjacent or nearby areas of designated landscape, including countryside parks and nature reserves;

· The inclusion of historic parks and houses;

· Accessibility infrastructures, including footpath and bridlepath networks and river crossing points.

________________________________________________________________________
Policy No. (TBD)
The River Thames Corridor
1) Local Authorities should work together and with other agencies to: 
(a) maintain and enhance the landscape (including settlements) and waterscape of the River Thames Corridor, in terms of their scenic and conservation value and their overall amenity; 
(b) resist urbanisation that impacts on the rural setting of the River Thames and to safeguard existing areas of adjacent countryside from inappropriate development; 
(c) conserve the nature conservation resources of the River Thames Corridor through the protection and management, of its diverse plant and animal species, habitats (including wildlife networks) and geological features;
(d) provide accessible facilities and opportunities for countryside and river-related recreation where this does not compromise (a) (b) or (c).
2) Where the non-tidal River Thames passes through countryside areas and small towns, the Local Authorities on either side of the river should regard the river valley corridor as an integral landscape scale entity and produce joint Supplementary Planning Documents to ensure a common approach to land use planning that reflects the combined environmental, heritage and recreational value of this national asset. Supplementary Planning Documents should identify the boundaries of the river valley corridor.
________________________________________________________________________

6B.4
Would it be appropriate to provide more regionally-specific guidance on the opportunities that may be available to improve land-use management and access including the provision of green space in town and country?  
Yes. In our June submission we drew attention to the lack of reference to the major Green Arc landscape management initiatives being developed for the countryside between London and the Chilterns AONB and between London and the Surrey Hills AONB. This wide-area concept of countryside improvement and multi-functional use is described in the statement submitted by the North West Green Arc (7085), whose proposals we fully support. 
Wide-area initiatives such as the Green Arc programmes essentially reflect a merging of landscape scale Green Infrastructure and “Countryside in and Around Towns” thinking. They represent a new spatial approach to enhancing the quality of the Region’s countryside and improving the quality of life for its residents and visitors. Guidance on these strategic issues and on small towns and villages should sit in the section of the Plan dealing with Countryside matters. Green infrastructure is a cross cutting issue but guidance on the importance of urban Green Infrastructure could be elaborated in a developed section focussed on the Region’s larger urban areas.
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