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The South East Protected Landscapes (SEPL) is responding to questions 6B.1 and 6B.2 but does not wish to respond to questions 6B.3-5.  
6B.1 Does the Plan set out a positive, integrated strategy for the countryside in general?  Would it be appropriate to include a ‘Countryside Quality’ indicator as a measure of the success of the strategy?

The South East Protected Landscapes (SEPL) welcomes the increased emphasis on rural issues; however it would be helpful if rural issues, including the countryside, were given even greater prominence in the Plan in terms of the inclusion of a Rural Strategy section.  
The SEPL considers that the Plan does not set out a positive, integrated strategy for the countryside in general.  In this respect 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 for rural policy development, but they 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 and countryside issues.
A positive, integrated strategy for the countryside would require the Plan setting out spatial guidance for the diversity of countryside and related issues across the region, which it currently fails to do.  To rectify this, the Plan should include a suite of rural and countryside policies addressing the different problems and strategies which are required in different parts of the South East, and expressing how the set of principles are to be taken forward as a basis for future action.
A key factor which supports the need for an integrated strategy for the countryside is the findings of the Sustainability Appraisal Report for the South East Plan.  The Report recognises the inevitable tension between anticipated and planned growth and protecting and promoting environmental sustainability and it states that the Plan’s strategy “appears likely to have negative impacts on some IRF objectives”, including Objective 13:  conserving and enhancing the region’s biodiversity.  Given these likely negative effects, it is the case that there is already a fundamental conflict in the Plan between objectives, which will result in the Plan not being able to deliver within the environmental limits of the region.  An Environmental Capacity Study is therefore needed, along the lines of the paper prepared for the East of England Plan.  This would provide greater clarity on what is meant by limits, thresholds and capacity, and to consider how to measure them.  For example, Objective 14:  to protect and enhance the region’s countryside and historic environment is supported as an objective, but there is a need for additional indicators
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Therefore, in answer to the Panel’s question concerning whether it would be appropriate to include a ‘Countryside Quality’ Indicator as a measure of the success of the Strategy, it is considered that a number of indictors rather than a single indicator would indeed be required.  However, at the present time there appear to be no widely agreed indicators of countryside quality which can be used to measure the Plan.  Therefore, further work needs to be undertaken to establish agreed indicators, preferably in the context of an Environmental Capacity Study, which should include a review of existing initiatives such as the Countryside Quality Counts project undertaken by Natural England and other evidence.  In the meantime, it would be appropriate to establish indicators to measure the effectiveness of individual policies in the South East Plan which affect the countryside, both in terms of outputs and outcomes.
The Countryside Quality Counts project is intended to establish measurements of quality and change in the countryside, but its approach and findings are not yet widely accepted.  However, it is capable of being improved, taking into account a wider evidence base, and in time could provide the mechanism for monitoring that the Panel are exploring.  
6B.2  Does the Plan set out a positive vision for National Parks and AONB’s that reflects the opportunities they provide for the region and beyond?  Is the policy guidance on the New Forest and proposed South Downs National Parks appropriate (policies C1a, C1b, C2)?   
The Plan sets out a positive vision for National Parks and AONBs in terms of the key role they play within the region in contributing towards its distinctiveness, sustaining the high quality of life for residents in the South East, and supporting economic success through attracting visitors and businesses.  Unfortunately, when considering internal consistency between policies C1a, C1b and C2, the vision is less positive for AONBs than for National Parks.

The Plan recognises that “the specially designated landscapes need special policy protection”, however, the policies fail to recognise that AONB’s have equal status as nationally designated protected landscapes on a par with National Parks and are not a ‘second tier’ designation.  This is caused by an inconsistency in the wording between the two policies whereby Policy C1a states that “High priority should be given to conserving and enhancing land within the New Forest National Park”, whereas Policy C2 only states that “Priority should be given to conservation and enhancement of natural beauty in the region’s Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty..”  This clearly conflicts with PPS7 paragraph 21 which makes it clear that “National Parks…and AONBs have been confirmed by the Government as having the highest status of protection in relation to landscape and scenic beauty.”
As long as this discrepancy exists in the preliminary text and Policy C2, the Plan cannot claim to have a vision for AONB’s that is equal to that for National Parks.  Furthermore, the Plan’s policies in this respect are not soundly based because they conflict with government policy.
For the above reasons the policy guidance for the New Forest National Park is not appropriate.  In addition, paragraph 1.7 argues for special circumstances in the New 
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Forest to reflect the high proportion of international nature conservation designations and the intense pressure that the area is under.  There are similar special circumstances in each National Park and AONB but this does not warrant different policy approaches in the South East Plan.  Again, this appears to give higher regard to the New Forest National Park compared with the region’s AONBs.  
Therefore, this anomaly should be rectified by amending Policy C2 to add the word “High” before “priority” in the first line.  It would also be clearer and more consistent with PPS7 if the third sentence of paragraph 1.9 is amended to read “In planning terms, along with National Parks, they enjoy the highest status of protection in relation to landscape and scenic beauty and require the same focus on positive land management.”  The next sentence would then start with “The statutory AONB Management Plans…”

PAGE  
1

