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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. Would it be appropriate to include a ‘Countryside Quality’ indicator as a measure of the success of the strategy?

1   The countryside provides a key component of the high value placed on the region by residents and businesses alike. Landscapes and biodiversity resources of high intrinsic quality cover a high proportion of the region. The research undertaken by MORI for SEERA indicated high levels of satisfaction with the region as a place to live. The Regional Economic Strategy (RES) identifies the quality of the countryside as a positive attribute for the region but also the significance of the countryside to the region’s economy. 

2   These values contrast with the fact that the region has the highest population of any UK region and in parts is densely developed. It is also expected to accommodate further housing and economic activity both within the plan period and beyond. Although there is an urban focus to the spatial strategy, the scale of development planned cannot be delivered without a significant element of greenfield development.

3   Although the RSS includes policies addressing landscape, biodiversity, natural resources and recreation issues, these are dispersed in different sections of the Plan. Rural settlement policy is divorced from this. As a spatial strategy, the RSS can therefore be criticised for failing to identify a positive and integrated strategy to ensure that the health of the countryside, covering about 80% of the region, and the communities living there, is not conserved and where possible enhanced.

4   Policy CC12 provides an overview of some of the issues needed to maintain high environmental quality, but does not in itself provide a coherent strategy or one which guides local planning authorities in developing appropriate local strategies. The countryside faces considerable challenges related to potential risks from climate change but without an integrated strategy for the countryside, the RSS fails to explore the responses which are needed. 

5   The Examination has considered under Matter 1C issues related to the ecological footprint of the strategy but one element of a proper strategy for the countryside would be the identification of actions which contribute to a reduction in ecological footprint. This element of the strategy becomes more significant in light of the need to offset the potentially negative impact that further greenfield development is expected to have on this objective. 

6   A Countryside Quality indicator would be a useful adjunct to a more focused strategy for the countryside. However, it would be necessary to define what such an indicator should cover. For instance, an indicator based on countryside character would be adversely influenced by greenfield development within the region unless a detailed landscape character assessment was a necessary element of planned urban extensions. However, an assessment of quality should recognise that there are social and economic issues to cover as well as environmental ones. This again points to the need for an integrated strategy for the countryside and its communities as this would inform the development of an indicator/indicators. 
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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? Is the policy guidance on New Forest and proposed South Downs National Parks appropriate ( Policies C1a, C1b and C2)?

1   Although the draft RSS recognises that conservation and enhancement of the natural resource is an important objective, there remains an issue about the degree of priority which should be accorded this objective in the differently designated areas. Policy C1a refers to ‘high priority’ whereas Policy C2 refers only to ‘priority’ and, in the interim until a decision is reached on the South Downs National Park proposal, Policy C1b requires the use of Policy C2. There is no distinction drawn by Government between the quality of landscapes in National Parks and AONBs and the Plan should therefore accord equal (high) priority to the conservation and enhancement of their landscapes. 

2   The AONBs form a significant part of the countryside framework of the region, most but not all, sharing an underlying geological/physiographical context expressed in the Natural Areas mapping produced by English Nature in the 1990s. The quality of the landscapes and their protection through the years underpins the perceived quality of the environment as a whole. The RES recognises that this quality is a real and practical benefit to the region in an economic sense. These benefits must be maintained as part of the vision for the region as a whole.
3   The policies as presently drafted do not emphasise the strategic role of the AONBs, but rather the way that development proposals within them should be treated. Although mention is made of the role of individual AONB Management Plans influencing Local Development Documents, much more could be done if the common themes used in these documents were developed as a positive strategy for the continuing role of the areas within the overall spatial strategy of the region. Similarly, there needs to be greater attention to the potential impact that development affecting the setting of these areas may have on their quality and people’s perception of it. 

4   The Plan is also silent on the wider implications of the AONBs. The Chilterns, Kent Downs and Surrey Hills are all in greater or lesser degree accessible to people living in London, while other AONBs span the inter-regional boundary with the South West. The function of AONBs in providing opportunities for access and recreation is therefore important at an individual scale, particularly where they adjoin settlements within the region, but also in a wider context. 
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6B.3 – Is there a need for regional guidance on the River Thames Corridor? What should this contain?

1   The Thames is an important part of the cultural history of the region. Ignoring the estuary within the Kent Thames Gateway part of the region, the Thames Valley is a significant feature in the sub-regions of the London Fringe and Western Corridor. At the eastern end in the Lower Thames it links into the Thames Landscape Strategy Hampton - Kew. The latter illustrates the potential for riparian authorities and others to work in collaboration and develop meaningful frameworks to guide development and investment within an overall objective of improving the corridor and land associated with it.
2   Landscape quality in parts of the Lower Thames Valley is not high and its character has been eroded in many places by urban or urban-related development. Nevertheless, water and land-based recreational opportunities are available and the valley offers an important ‘corridor’ function. Some water bodies within the Lower Thames area are designated as a Special Protection Area and other land directly or closely related to the valley has SSSI status. The cultural significance of parts of the valley are also widely recognised with sites such as Runnymede, and Windsor being notable. 

3   In addition to these attributes, the Lower Thames is also a major source of building aggregates for the region and beyond. Flood risk is an ever present feature of the area and the Environment Agency is continuing to examine different options for addressing these risks in the section of the valley below Wraysbury.

4   In combination, this suggests that there is a case for the Plan to acknowledge that further guidance on the River Thames Corridor is required. Such guidance should reflect the multiplicity of functions of land within the corridor, the need to integrate these and enhance them wherever possible. 
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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 greenspace in town and country?

1   This is another issue where the absence of a coherent strategy for the rural parts of the region undermines the function of the RSS. Land management in its own right has considerable potential benefits for biodiversity, for adaptation to climate change and to the retention of landscape character. 

2   All the above issues are independent of the opportunities that increased access can offer for recreation, healthy lifestyles and the rural economy. 

3   The role of greenspace provision in the positive planning of the regional growth areas is recognized by Government and funded as part of the infrastructure necessary to create sustainable communities
. The same sort of attention needs to be given to the creation or improvement of green infrastructure, the term used in the Implementation Plan, across the region. As the question recognises, this is not a subject exclusive to the countryside, but can facilitate greater integration between town and country, especially where greenways give opportunity for more sustainable modes of access.

4   The GreenArc concept is being developed across the inter-regional boundary around London. Such innovative strategies pursue a multi-function role for countryside in the urban rural fringe, with specific attention to the linkages between town and country. The benefits are numerous - improved land use management, landscape enhancement, enhanced access and recreation, biodiversity improvements, cultural awareness – and community involvement and action helps to spread the message about adapting to more sustainable ways of living.

5   The Plan should recognize the need to work across the regional boundaries to provide a coherent approach to the problems and opportunities of the Metropolitan fringe. The Mayor's statement of intent on the first review of the London Plan includes the following proposals relevant to GreenArc

· support the green grid and green arc vision of attractive and accessible countryside and the urban fringe around London

· encourage positive use of and better access to the Green Belt

as well as other wider objectives for land use management and access which are equally relevant to the South East

· ensure that all major development incorporates green infrastructure that will form part of a wider network of open space

· improve quality of and access to nature, open space and areas of outstanding habitat

· ensure that the network of open space contributes to adaptation to climate change.

6   Above all, the RSS needs to have a positive attitude to the provision of green infrastructure and it is disappointing that this is one of the weaker parts of the Implementation Plan. A positive commitment to a funded programme of works is essential, building on the allocations committed to the Growth Areas.
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