

Sub-matter 6B/Farming & Rural Issues Group (7629)

COUNTRYSIDE AND COAST

The Farming & Rural Issues Group brings together the majority of the land based organisations operating within the South East.  These include (among others) the British Agricultural & Garden Machinery Association, the Country Land & Business Association, the Forestry & Timber Association, the National Farmers’ Union, the Tenant Farmers’ Association, and the Federation of Young Farmers’ Clubs. It was formed shortly after SEERA and SEEDA were established, and was formally recognised by SEEDA and the Regional Office of MAFF as an authoritative voice of the region’s land based industries.  The Defra team within GOSE (which succeeded MAFF) have also given the Group formal recognition from the time that they were created out of MAFF.

6B1 The Group take the overall view that the Plan is generally supportive of the role that agriculture, horticulture, and forestry play within the rural economy of the region – and the extent to which such land management is crucial to both the landscape and biodiversity.  

However the Group is concerned that the plan appears to be long on rhetoric about the importance of farming to the countryside but very much shorter about how commercial farming within the South East can be enabled to thrive in an increasingly global market.

Throughout Section D7 of the Plan the word “encourage” is frequently used (paras 1.2, 1.12, Policy C3 – twice) without spelling out how this encouragement is to be achieved.  The Group is very aware of the uncertainties which exist about the public funding available for the new support regimes that follow on from changes to the CAP.  For example if the funding for – say – the Defra Higher Level Stewardship scheme is inadequate many of the aspirations for “conservation and enhancement of natural beauty” set out in the Plan will not materialise.

The Group would like to see far more linkage made between the plan’s many references to climate change mitigation and section D7 (countryside and landscape management).  The SE land based sector has an enormous capacity to deliver many of the climate change mitigation measures that the region will need to achieve – both in terms of biofuel and biomass production and in the role of woodland management (as a carbon sink).  

The Group believes that the Plan is far too wedded to maintaining the landscape in its existing form rather than developing it to meet contemporary needs – and there will be no greater need than for renewable energy.

The Group is sceptical about the merits of a “Countryside Quality Indicator” as this implies some subjective judgement about what constitutes quality.  At the risk of being provocative the Group submits that a commercially viable countryside has to be given a higher priority than one in which landscape quality is the main criterion.

6B2  The Group does not dispute that the Plan sets out a positive vision for National Parks and AONBs, but takes the view that (as set out above) more needs to be said about how such a vision can be made to happen on the ground.  

The Group is concerned that the Plan gives disproportionate emphasis to these landscape designations when some 60% of the region’s farmland does not fall within them.  Designation of AONBs is not a strict scientific process and the Plan seems to ignore the fact that many of the region’s high quality landscapes and biodiversity are outside these somewhat arbitrary designations.  Given the development pressures which exist within the region it would be a mistake to downgrade land outside AONBs and regard it as of significantly less importance than the designated areas.  The Plan implies to our Group that such an attitude exists.

6B3  The River Thames Corridor contains much very high quality (Grade One) land alongside some outstanding examples of unimproved grassland on the marshes.  The nine “key issues” identified in the Government’s Sustainable Communities Plan appear to totally ignore this.  Reference is made within the Core Strategy (2.11) to avoiding large scale development “on new green land”, but little recognition seems to be given to the impact on farming of the vast array of problems associated with becoming part of a newly created urban fringe. 

The Plan needs to have a clear policy geared to minimising the adverse impact of Thames Corridor development on adjacent farmland – drawing on the extensive work done nationally about the problems of urban fringe farming.

6B.4  As indicated above the Group believes the Plan is thin on ways and means of making commercial agriculture, horticulture, and forestry thrive within the region.  “Guidance on the opportunities that may be available to improve land-use management . . . “ would be useful.  However such guidance needs to reflect the concerns set out by the Group earlier in this submission (ie the need for commercial viability of land based businesses, the risk that public funding to achieve landscape enhancement and biodiversity will not materialise, and the importance of using the region’s resources to achieve climate change mitigation and to reinvigorate the rural economy).

6B.5  The Group does not consider itself qualified to comment in detail on this sub-matter.  However significant lengths of the region’s coastline abut on to farmland. It appears to the Group that the policy of “managed retreat” (coupled with a past system of cost-benefit analysis for flood defence work which militated against defending farmland from flooding) mean that some climate change scenarios might see large areas of the region’s farmland under water.  This is particularly so along the North Kent coast and the Isle of Sheppey.  Much of that land is currently in arable production and the strategic implications of losing that production need to be taken fully into account when formulating regional policy.         

