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1.
Introduction

1.1 
The South Downs extend from Winchester to Eastbourne and, together with part of the Western Weald, are designated as the East Hampshire AONB and the Sussex Downs AONB, a combined area of 1,374 sq.km. As such, the two AONBs represent one of the largest areas of protected landscape in England.  

1.2 The South Downs Joint Committee came into being on 1st June 2005 as a result of an Agreement between the Countryside Agency and the 15 local authorities across the South Downs. The Joint Committee has taken on the roles of the former Conservation Board and the East Hampshire AONB Joint Advisory Committee. It therefore represents, for the first time, a single management organisation promoting and facilitating the conservation and enhancement of the South Downs. The Joint Committee’s objectives are set out in Appendix 1.

1.3 In addition to renowned landscape attractions such as Beachy Head, Ditchling Beacon, Devil’s Dyke and Butser Hill, the South Downs include (inter)nationally important habitats, particularly chalk grassland, heathlands and ancient woodland. With over 3,200 km of public rights of way including the South Downs Way National Trail and 15 regional walking routes, the two AONBs attracted over 39 million leisure trips in 2003. In turn, these visits generated some £333 million for the local economy (Appendix 2).

1.4 On 18th December 2002 the Countryside Agency signed an Order to create the South Downs National Park, subject to Ministerial confirmation. The designated Park area includes the great majority of the two AONBs and additional areas, resulting in an area of 1,641 sq.km. A Public Inquiry into objections into the Designation Order was held in 2003 - 2005 and an announcement from the Minister as to whether or not the designation is confirmed is awaited.

1.5 The population of the South Downs National Park (subject to Ministerial confirmation) is estimated to be some 115,000, with 1.8 million people within just 10 km of the boundary, and 10 million people within an hour’s journey time. In 2002/03 it was estimated that over 4,000 planning applications were received within the National Park area. This is almost four times the number received in the Lake District, the next highest. Around 85% of those applications are approved each year. 

1.6 In addition to development pressure generated within the National Park, it is under pressure from the development needs and desires of the urban areas around its boundary, particularly those on the south coast, sandwiched between the sea and the Downs. This pressure has been much in evidence in recent years with proposals for major developments within and adjacent to the designated area. 

2.
6B.1

2.1 The Joint Committee welcomes the addition to this section of the Plan of a reference to the region’s rural areas, particularly the reference to the critical importance of positive and effective arrangements for land management. However, the Joint Committee considers that there should be a greater recognition of the role of agriculture in land management, particularly in the maintenance of high quality landscapes. The best and most versatile land should be protected from irreversible development and kept for farming. 

2.2 The Joint Committee welcomes the inclusion in the Plan of the principles of Box B1, but considers that they are too remote from the policies and less likely to be read in conjunction with the relevant policies. The cross-referencing to chapters is equally weak as they do not highlight which policies relate to rural issues. Section E contains a suite of policies for the sub-regions, but their coverage of rural issues is variable. In addition, there is no spatial guidance within the Plan for the diversity of the countryside and related issues over other parts of the South East.

2.3 The Joint Committee considers that the way that countryside issues have been fragmented within the Plan is particularly unhelpful and will make it harder to plan in a sustainable way. 

2.4 The Joint Committee welcomes the addition to Sub-section D7 of an acknowledgement of the contribution of the countryside of the region to the quality of life for those living in the South East and its being a key asset to the region’s economy. 

2.5 The Joint Committee believes that the spatial strategy cannot hope to fulfil its function if the main features of the region are not properly described, let alone provide a proper context for other policies within the Plan. Accordingly, it considers that the introduction to this chapter could be further strengthened by a greater reference to landscape character (with cross-reference to Policy CC12) introducing the variety and quality of the South East’s landscapes. The section should describe the variety and quality of the South East’s landscape character to give a sense of what the region is like physically (there are believed to be 25 joint character areas as defined by English Nature and the Countryside Agency across the region). 

2.6 The Joint Committee believes that there should be a map showing the region’s landscape character areas, along with supporting text, which would provide some context to the landscape policies and help in the understanding of the needs of the area and the threats that it faces. The introduction also needs to recognise the potential detrimental effect of development outside but close to the boundaries of the protected areas on the natural beauty and amenity of those areas, particularly given the inclusion within or proximity to many of the sub-regions of these protected landscapes and their proximity to major centres of population.

2.7 In addition, the Joint Committee believes that mention should be made in this section of local (and organic) food production and local farmer’s markets, an increasingly popular issue as awareness has grown around issues such as food miles and the impact that transporting food for very large distances can have on local communities and the environment.  Little is made of farm diversification while there is little or no linkage to other important landscape and land management issues such as archaeological and cultural heritage, biodiversity, groundwater quality, Heritage Coasts, soil erosion and tranquillity amongst many.

2.8 The Joint Committee is unclear as to why there are cross-cutting policies on Green Belts and Strategic Gaps and not nationally designated landscapes, and why the policies on Greens Belts and Strategic Gaps are not included within the Countryside and Landscape Management chapter where they more sensibly belong.

2.9 The Joint Committee would welcome an indicator as a measure of the success of the strategy and policies: the Joint Committee objected to the lack of a specific indicator for Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty under D7 in the Monitoring Framework. Development is a particular concern within AONBs in the South East and is relatively easy to monitor through the numbers of planning applications granted planning permission (and implemented). The South East AONBs may be able to assist in the collation and analysis of data, with the co-operation of their respective local authorities. 

2.10 The Joint Committee is particularly concerned at the cumulative effect of individually small-scale developments on landscape character and natural beauty. The Framework includes an indicator for National Parks and given the equivalence in planning terms of AONBs and National Parks, and the duty of local authorities under Section 85 of the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000, there should be an equivalent indicator for the region’s AONBs. 

2.11 In the first indicator relating to additional development in National Parks the words “and Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty” should be added. In the third indicator, changes in countryside quality should also be monitored for National Parks and AONBs. A new indicator for the extent of AONBs and National Parks is needed and an indicator should be developed relating to evidence that local authorities have had regard to statutory AONB Management Plans in preparing their LDDs.  

2.12 The Joint Committee also suggests that it would be worthwhile undertaking monitoring of all the indicators in the Framework specifically for the areas of the South East’s protected landscapes.

3. 6B.2 (Policies C1a, C1b and C2)

3.1 
On a general point, the Joint Committee wishes to see included recognition of the region’s protected landscapes’ role as models for sustainable development, integrating social, economic and environmental aims. They contribute to a high environmental quality across a significant area, provide opportunities for mitigating the effects of climate change and are enjoyed by millions of people from all sectors of the community, delivering substantial benefits outside their boundaries as well as within them. The Integrated Regional Framework, whilst also failing to specifically recognise the benefits of protected landscapes, does at least recognise the importance of access to and use of the countryside. 

3.2 More specifically, the Joint Committee welcomes the addition of Policy C1b on the South Downs. However, the Joint Committee considers that it should include an explanation of the materiality of the designation of the South Downs National Park (subject to Ministerial confirmation). This is particularly important for those areas within the designated boundary (subject to confirmation) but outside the current East Hampshire or Sussex Downs AONBs – some 273 sq.km. These areas should be given interim protection until a decision is made on the National Park, to ensure that the Designation Order is not prejudiced. 

3.3 This situation has precedence in East Hampshire where the Local Plan inspector ruled in his report, dated 30 March 2005, that:

“Should the Order be confirmed, however, the Council would immediately consult on, and then as soon as possible adopt, interim planning guidance for the Park to augment the Local Plan’s AONB policies…... In the meantime, the Council will not grant planning permission for any development that would prejudice the proposed National Park and its purposes.”  (see Appendix 3).

3.4 The former Board and JAC previously commented that this section of the Plan made an erroneous distinction between National Parks and AONBs and, in doing so, degraded the value of the AONB designation relative to that of National Parks. Nicholas Raynsford MP made it perfectly clear that National Parks and AONBs are of equal landscape quality and that the protection to be offered by the planning system to both designations was to be the same in his statement in 2000. 

3.5 Unfortunately, despite amendments, there remains a very unfortunate and erroneous distinction within the Draft Plan between Policy C1a, which refers to “high priority” for the New Forest National Park, and Policy C2, which merely refers to “priority” for AONBs. Given the equivalence in planning terms of both National Parks and AONBs, the terminology should be consistent. Both policies should refer to high priority or, to be more accurate, to the “highest” priority to be given to the “conservation and enhancement”. The Policy should be strengthened by the replacement of the word “should” by “will” throughout the Policy. 

3.6 There is also an error in paragraph 1.8 on page 175 in that the designation of the South Downs as a National Park has not (yet) been approved by the Secretary of State. The Designation Order was signed in December 2002, and this is awaiting confirmation.

3.7 However, the Joint Committee welcomes and strongly supports the addition of the references to planning decisions having regard to the setting of AONBs and Local Planning Authorities having regard to AONB Management Plans when drafting Local Development Documents.

3.8 In addition, the Joint Committee believes that whilst the conservation and enhancement of nationally designated areas should be given the highest priority, these areas have an indivisible relationship with their surrounding areas, e.g. in terms of topography, land management, habitat, socio-economic links etc.

4.
6B.5c)

4.1
The Joint Committee supports Policy NRM6 “Coastal Zone Management”, given the importance of the coastline of the Sussex Downs AONB, defined as a Heritage Coast. However, the Joint Committee would welcome greater recognition within the Plan of the impact of policies on the marine environment, and in particular on the coastal and marine areas adjacent to the Region of such developments as offshore renewable energy generation and pressures to exploit aggregates in the East English Channel.
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Appendix 1: The Objectives of the South Downs Joint Committee

The South Downs Joint Committee has four objectives:

To protect, conserve and enhance the natural beauty and amenity of the Sussex Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty and the East Hampshire Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty, including their physical, ecological and cultural landscape;

To promote the quiet informal enjoyment of the Sussex Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty and the East Hampshire Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty by the general public but only so far as is consistent with the first objective;

Generally to promote sustainable forms of economic and social development especially working with farmers and landowners to encourage land management which supports the two objectives above.

To foster the social and economic wellbeing of communities within the Sussex Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty and the East Hampshire Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.

Appendix 3: Extract from East Hampshire District Plan Second Review

                     Inspector’ s Report

Recommendation
1.9 I recommend that the SDDP be modified by the deletion of SD1.009, as amended by PIC002.1 and FPC1 and its replacement as follows:

At this stage in the preparation of the Local Plan, good progress has been made towards the decision by the Secretary of State on the Designation Order for the South Downs National Park.  The Countryside Agency carried out wide informal public consultation in late 2001 and early 2002.  Statutory consultations took place during the summer of 2002 with the relevant Councils.  They were asked for their views about the proposed boundary, proposals for setting up and administering a National Park Authority (NPA) and the options for forward planning and development control.  They were invited to comment on the Agency’s proposed advice to the Secretary of State.


The Designation Order was signed on 18 December 2002.  On 9 April 2003 it was announced that a Public Inquiry would be held to consider the objections and other representations made to it, as well as to the consequent Revocation Orders for the East Hampshire Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) and the Sussex Downs AONB.  The Inquiry is due to close at the end of 2004.  Objections have been made to the Order, mainly from the local authorities, and at this stage the outcome is unknown.  This means that it may not be until 2007 or 2008 that final decisions can be made and a NPA established.  These include those on any confirmation of the Order, the determination of boundaries of the Park and the establishment of a NPA.  As progress is made towards the establishment of a National Park, however, so the materiality of the prospect for it will increase in importance.    


The basis of planning policies for the National Park would include that which applies to AONBs.  But these policies would have to take account of the statutory purposes of a National Park and the duties of a NPA, as laid down in the Environment Act 1995.  Whilst the possibility of National Park designation is a material consideration in the determination of a planning application, it can carry only limited weight at this stage in the Council’s current planning functions.  Should the Order be confirmed, however, the Council would immediately consult on, then as soon as possible adopt, interim planning guidance for the Park to augment the Local Plan’s AONB policies.  This guidance would apply National Park purposes to the designated area.  In the meantime, the Council will not grant planning permission for any development that would prejudice the proposed National Park and its purposes.
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