6B / The Marlow Society (7533)


SE PLAN EiP SUBMISSION - Matter 6B
Sub-Matter 6B COUNTRYSIDE AND COAST
6B.1 Does the Plan set out a positive, integrated strategy for the Region’s countryside in general? 
No, the Plan does not have an integrated strategy for the countryside in general. 
a. We believe that the Plan has a fundamental weakness in the manner in which the Vision is developed into a The Preferred Regional Strategy (page 31 sub-section 3.4.1) primarily focused upon urban development. With this emphasis on growth and housing development, critical aspects of the sustainability of the Plan and its ability to deliver its Vision are at risk. The Countryside is one key area which has not been given adequate attention at a regional level.
b. This submission adds to the argument made in our submission on Matter 2C.1 (… rural issues). We consider the countryside together the Region’s network of rural towns and settlements to be part of what we have called “Rural and Green Infrastructure”.

c. The Plan does include text that points towards the importance of the countryside and rural diversity and sustainability. Notably Plan Section B Box B1 (p16) establishes four key principles for rural policy development. However, as argued in more detail in our submission on Matter 2C.1, these have not resulted in an integrated rural strategy. 
d. We submit that the countryside, small rural towns and the network of settlements spread across the South East are an inter-twined and fundamental part of the character of the Region and are a fundamental part of its future. A positive integrated strategy for our  “Rural and Green Infrastructure” will be of real benefit to meeting the Plan Vision to “show a sustained improvement in ... quality of life … measured by:
the well-being of its citizens, the vitality of its economy, the wealth of its environment and the prudent use of its resources.”
e. This admirable Vision is, however, not adequately reflected in the body of the Plan. 
The Plan’s current focus is mainly on Sub-regional development based upon Regional Hubs and a “strategic network of town centres” (page 193 Policy T2). This network will, by definition, not include rural communities and small towns.

f. We suggest that the Countryside Agency “Vision of a Sustainable Rural Future for the South East”, drawn up following the South East Rural Affairs Forum conference in September 2004 and subsequent consultation, would form a sound basis for the development of such a rural (including the countryside) strategy and framework. 
g. In our submission to Matter 2C we have argued for an extended and substantially enhanced Section D7 to set out a framework for Rural and Green Infrastructure Issues. We believe that the term Rural should be defined to include both the countryside and rural settlements, including smaller towns. Green Infrastructure should be defined to include both rural and urban “green” issues. The new Section D7 would then be the natural place for a Regional Countryside strategy and framework that would significantly improve the Plan.
h. We understand that several Participants will be making submissions for a more integrated and comprehensive strategy for the Region’s countryside. In particular we expect to support the submissions of Natural England (7484), the Chiltern Society (7125), BBOWT (7514), SEFS (7404) and CPRE (7124).
i. Our Society represents the interests of a large number of people who enjoy the quality of life offered by a small rural town located within the River Thames Corridor, including residents, employees of local businesses and visitors. We are proud of our record of preserving the character of our town and its setting and are acutely aware of the importance of our area’s character and environment in sustaining our economic success and quality of life.
j. The current draft Plan has does very little to either support our local situation or to spread our success to other small towns and settlements across the Region. We are concerned that the focus on Sub-regional development will increase even further the pressures to over-develop in areas where infrastructure and resources are under significant strain. 
k. We submit that only a new approach to the non-urban aspects of this Plan can produce an integrated strategy and framework of Regional Policies that will result in significant beneficial change for 80% of the land in the Region. Further details of our recommendations follow below. 

Recommendations:
m. We recommend reviewing the Preferred Spatial Strategy (para 3.4.1 pages 31 & 33) and Sections D5 and D8 to ensure that the importance of the countryside is recognised at the highest level in the spatial strategy. 
n. We suggest that an extended and re-titled (suggested title Rural and Green Infrastructure) Section D7 could include Policies to better meet statutory requirements (including PPS1 and RPG3b/9b) and enhance the Plan.

o. Section D7 is the shortest Policy Section in the Draft Plan yet 80% of the Region is rural land. We recommend that the proposed expanded Section D7 includes not only a Rural and Green Infrastructure strategy but an extended framework for major countryside spaces. The four categories currently used within Section D7 (2 National Parks, AONBs in general and then “remainder of the countryside”) are inadequate to meet the full diversity of countryside matters. Again The Countryside Agency “Vision of a Sustainable Rural Future for the South East” could form a sound basis for developing an improved spatial strategy and framework for countryside issues.
Would it be appropriate to include a ‘Countryside Quality’ Indicator as a measure of the success of the strategy?
Yes, at least one such indicator would help the Plan meet its Vision and Objectives.

The Plan’s Vision (“The Healthy Region”) of a “sustained improvement in quality of life” is at risk without a clear strategy for managing the countryside elements of the Region’s Green Infrastructure. 
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?

No, as argued above and in our submission on Matter 2C, we consider the coverage of countryside and rural areas to be inadequate and our suggestion of a new approach to an integrated Rural and Green Infrastructure strategy and framework will enhance the vision for National Parks and AONBs both within the Region and beyond.
6B.3 Is there a need for regional guidance on the River Thames Corridor? What should this contain?

Yes, there is a need for regional guidance on the River Thames Corridor.
a. We strongly support the River Thames Society submission that the River Thames Corridor is of significant importance to the South East as a whole and the Plan in particular for a variety of reasons, as listed by their June 2006 submission and extensive November 2006 submissions (Matters 1A, 1B, 1C, 2C, 6A, 6B and 8C).
b. Both RPG3b/9b and the London Plan include extensive guidance on the River Thames and we suggest that these documents could provide a useful starting point for the development of comprehensive guidance at a regional level.
c. We also support proposals made within the Chiltern Society submission on this Matter.
d. We suggest that an extended and re-titled (suggested title Rural and Green Infrastructure) Section D7 could include Policies to better meet statutory requirements (including PPS1 and  RPG3b/9b), enhance the Plan and to complement the extensive coverage of the River Thames within the London Plan.
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