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Matter 6: Environment

Sub-matter 6B: Countryside and Coast
The Berks, Bucks & Oxon Wildlife Trust is a conservation charity which seeks to promote nature conservation, and the appreciation of nature, across our three counties. BBOWT owns or manages more than 88 nature reserves and works to promote conservation in the wider countryside.
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?

The Berks, Bucks & Oxon Wildlife Trust does not believe that the draft plan currently sets out an integrated strategy for the Region’s countryside in general.  There are many policies which pertain to rural and countryside issues, such as:

· Biodiversity protection

· Biodiversity enhancement

· Access and recreation

· Health and well-being

· Climate change

· National Parks and AONBs

· Minerals and Waste

· Woodlands

· Air Quality

· Coastal Management

At the moment, these topics are addressed under a number of different themes.  Cross-referencing between these sections is either weak or non-existent and it does not allow easy appreciation of the suite of policies concerning countryside, the natural environment and climate change.  There needs to be a stronger emphasis in the relevant policies to promote the links between countryside, biodiversity, recreation and health.

The Plan must address areas of interaction and potential conflict between policies and resolve discrepancies in order to provide an integrated strategy. BBOWT is concerned that the framework could currently be considered contradictory.  For example, although Policy C3, Landscape and Countryside Management, encourages both avoidance and reversal of habitat fragmentation (ii), neither Policy NRM4 (Conservation and Improvement of Biodiversity), nor Policy CC2 (Climate Change), incorporates this advice.  This seems illogical as the maintenance of biodiversity, especially in the face of climate change, is dependent on the maintenance and re-creation of functional habitat networks.  There are, in addition to the above, a number of other mechanisms by which we can protect countryside and biodiversity from the affects of climate change.  These are succinctly summarised by paragraphs 6.4 and 6.7, yet are not included or referenced within the climate change policy.  
Coherent linking between sections and consistency between the policies affecting the countryside is vital to the effectiveness of the South East Plan.  We do not currently consider that the South East Plan provides and integrated policy framework for the countryside.   
We have some particular concerns relating to Policy C4, Countryside Access and Rights of Way Management.  In particular, we feel that this policy must acknowledge that there are places where it is inappropriate to encourage access.  For example, on some European designated nature conservation sites (Natura 2000) encouraging access could damage the interest feature, through recreational pressure and associated disturbance.  This policy must recognise the importance of managing access on these sensitive sites. In cases where recreational pressure on these sites has been identified as an issue (see Table 10 of the Appropriate Assessment (AA)), we recommend that measures set out in the AA to avoid detrimental impacts arising from recreational pressure, should be incorporated into the RSS. One way of enhancing access to green space whilst avoiding detrimental impacts to Natura 2000 sites, could be the incorporation of a Green Infrastructure Policy. A Green Infrastructure Policy could also help to address some of the urban fringe issues, which are at present not well integrated with the Countryside and Landscape Management theme.
We strongly believe that each Countryside and Landscape Management policy should have realistic and measurable indicators associated with it.  This is the only way in which the success and sustainability of individual policies can be effectively monitored and it is only through this process that policies which do not achieve their objectives can be replaced.  Without an effective programme of monitoring, there is potential for the implementation of the South East Plan to cause irreparable damage to the countryside.

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 the New Forest and proposed South Downs National Parks appropriate (Policies C1a, C1b and C2)?

The Plan does confer a degree of protection for National Parks and AONBs but seems to draw a somewhat artificial distinction between the two.  This results in the policy for the New Forest National Park (C1a) being more strongly worded than the policy for AONBs (C2).  We are concerned that this dissimilarity is misleading and unnecessary.  It would also seem to be at odds with government guidance (PPS7, paragraph 21); as such the balance should be redressed in the final document.  It is not clear that the relevant policies provide a vision for National Parks.  We would advocate including a reference to the statutory purposes of national parks within the vision. However, the Trust would suggest that the policies be amended to make it clear that the long-term vision is a matter for the National Park Authorities to progress through the statutory National Park Management Plans.  We believe that the Plan would be further strengthened by placing greater emphasis on the wider economic and social benefits National Parks bring to the region.
6B.3 Is there a need for regional guidance on the River Thames Corridor? What should this contain?

Yes, there does appear to be a clear need for regional guidance on the River Thames Corridor.  The river has been recognised as one of the major natural assets of South East England and, as such, deserves more attention than it is currently afforded in the draft document.  Incorporation of a River Thames Policy could not only encourage its protection and sustainable use, but also limit the risk of inappropriate development in the area. This would ensure that there is a coherent, cross-boundary approach which can inform Local Development Frameworks.  The river and its corridor provide and link valuable wildlife habitats, both designated and undesignated.  In addition to providing a consistent approach to their protection, regional guidance could be used to address any avoidance and mitigation measures considered necessary to avoid impacts to Natura 2000 sites in the vicinity.

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, it seems highly appropriate to provide more regionally-specific guidance on the opportunities for improving land use management and access and, in particular, for directing the provision of green space to the most impoverished areas.  The countryside across our region is diverse, with clear differences and needs, as highlighted in our previous submissions with specific respect to the current biodiversity deficit in north Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire.  In areas, such as these, there is a need for clear guidance to redress the scarcity of green infrastructure, which would have numerous benefits for both people and wildlife.  

BBOWT believes that a separate Green Infrastructure Policy is necessary, as a cross-cutting theme.  However, we recognise that targeting of that Green Infrastructure would be better encompassed by regional policies focused on land management and access. 

Regionally-specific guidance could provide a more balanced approach to Natura 2000 sites within the South East Plan.  Currently, Thames Basin Heaths SPA is the only European site given weight in the plan, giving the impression that it is the only site likely to suffer adverse impacts from the projected growth levels.  The Appropriate Assessment has highlighted that this is certainly not the case:  many sites are likely to be impacted by the policies contained in the South East Plan.  Incorporation of regionally-specific guidance would be particularly useful in setting out some of the avoidance and mitigation measures recommended by the AA.

BBOWT believes that regionally-specific guidance would be the perfect vehicle for encouraging refinement of the Areas of Strategic Opportunity for Biodiversity Improvement (Map NRM4).  In some areas (i.e. Oxfordshire), Opportunity Target Areas have already been refined to the local level, in others work is currently underway (see Sussex Wildlife Trust Submission 6A).  This will facilitate the implementation of the biodiversity targets espoused in Figure NRM2.  Specifically, this level of refinement will target conservation, restoration and re-creation efforts, as well as providing a clearly focused area within which agri-environment schemes can effectively deliver genuine biodiversity gains.  Regionally-specific guidance must encourage those Local Authorities who haven’t yet refined Map NRM4 to put it in a local context.  
6B.5 Does the Plan provide appropriate, regionally-specific guidance on coastline planning and management (Policy NRM6)? 
Whilst the BBOWT region is not directly affected by policies relating to coastline planning and management, we would like to address this question briefly in order to highlight some concerns of the coastal Wildlife Trusts.

a) are realistic forecasts of the impacts of climate change on the coast taken into account in framing policies for managing coastal development?

Since the draft Plan was published, updated forecasts of the impacts of climate change have become available (Flood & Coastal Defence Appraisal Guidance: MFCDPAG3 Economic Appraisal).  It is vital that the Plan is re-examined in the light of new evidence, without revision the Plan would require large amounts of development in the floodplain.  

There is also a clear need to consider flood risk issues, as a result of climate change, over the longer term – not just over the South East Plan period.

b) are the expectations for areas subject to Shoreline Management Plans, Coastal Habitat Management Plans and Estuary Management Plans made sufficiently clear?

The Appropriate Assessment of the Plan makes reference to the problems of coastal squeeze and suggests a number of recommendations to address this issue within the Plan.  We would advise that the AA’s proposals, in respect of alterations to policy wording and the incorporation of avoidance and mitigation measures, be fully integrated into the Plan. In addition, the RSS should set out locational criteria to identify land most suited for responding to coastal dynamism. Once located this land should then be reserved for that purpose. 

The plans mentioned in the questions should be seen as mechanisms to deliver the RSS - not drivers of the Strategy. They must be tested by AA and Sustainability Appraisal to ensure they are consistent with the RSS and avoid affects on the integrity of Natura 2000 sites.
c) should the draft RSS be more clear about the actions at regional and sub-regional levels that need to be taken to protect Heritage Coasts?

Yes. Heritage coasts are important assets and include some of the most iconic landscapes in Britain.  For example, much of the Isle of Wight is Heritage Coast, as are the Dover cliffs.  
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