2C / The Marlow Society (7533)


SE PLAN EiP SUBMISSION - Matter 2C
Sub-Matter 2C RURAL SMALL TOWNS AND BUILT ENVIRONMENT

2C.1 Is there sufficient focus/explicit policy on rural issues?

No, the Plan does not have a sufficient focus on rural issues. 

a. The Plan has a clear urban focus (Policy CC8a etc). It acknowledges the importance of rural diversity, yet does not develop an adequate regional rural strategy or framework. Consequently there is a lack of a comprehensive and co-ordinated set of Rural Policies.
b. The Plan does not give adequate stress to the importance of rural towns, the rural economy and the countryside in general. Issues are often appended to Sections (sometimes referred to as Chapters) rather than being a clear focal point for strategy development. 
a. Rural issues are of critical importance to achieving the Plan’s 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.”
c. This admirable Vision is, however, not adequately reflected in the body of the Plan. The Plan is to a great extent focused on housing growth (page 29 para 3.1), mainly in urban areas. The resulting Preferred Spatial Strategy therefore focuses upon urban areas and infrastructure necessary to increase the level of development across the Region - rather than the Plan Vision of “The Healthy Region”. The definition of Sub-regions and the overwhelming majority of Plan content follow this focus on urban development, resulting in missed opportunities to meet the Plan’s Vision.

d. Rural towns and space comprise 80% of the Region and contribute significantly to the Region’s current high level of quality of life, yet Section C (Strategy Options and Sustainability, pages 27-39) only includes 3 instances of the word “rural” and Section D1 (Cross-cutting Policies, pages 42-54) contains only 6 instances of “rural” compared to 35 instances of “urban”. The Plan mainly covers Rural matters in less than two pages of Section D8 (pages 186-7). Only 2 paragraphs (page 186 paras 5.1 & 5.2) cover Rural Communities as a whole and there is no associated Policy. Policies BE5 and BE6 (page 187) refer to a need for local planning but have no Regional dimension.

e. We believe that the Plan’s approach compares unfavourably with that taken in the Regional Economic Strategy (RES). The RES section “Mapping the SE Economy” identifies “The Rural South East” (RES pages 22-24) and gives specific Priorities and Key Actions which span all rural areas.  We propose a review of the Plan to ensure that all RES Rural Priorities and Key Actions are covered by the Plan.

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 a robust, integrated and comprehensive strategy and framework for rural issues. The four key principles in Plan Box B1 (page 16) are taken directly from this document and it is listed on the last line of Plan page 5 as having influenced thinking behind the Plan. Hence it should be relatively easy to use the structure of the Countryside Agency Vision to develop a set of deliverable objectives for a new Rural and Green Infrastructure Section D7. 
Recommendations:

We support Natural England’s June 2006 submission and expect to support their (and other) recommendations at the EiP. In addition we offer the following proposals for consideration:

g. Plan Section B Context, sub-section 5 includes Box B1 with four key principles for rural policy development. These principles are, in our opinion, NOT adequately covered in the current Plan Chapters (Sections) indicated in Box B1 but could form the basis for an integrated rural strategy. If all text relating to rural policy was moved from Sections D2/3/4/5/6/7/9 into one Section, it would be relatively easy to enhance this content to form a comprehensive Rural Policy Framework. Our suggestion is that this would fit best within a re-titled and extended Section D7 (currently titled “Countryside and Landscape Management”, suggested title “Rural and Green Infrastructure”).

h. An alternative, but in our opinion less effective, approach would be to add to the Cross-cutting Policies in Section D1. This approach could, however, result in continued fragmented and inadequate coverage for rural issues unless there is also extended coverage of this issue elsewhere in the Plan.
i. We support a broad definition of Green Infrastructure and suggest that it should be included within an extended Section D7 and integrated into both rural and urban Policies.
j. We support most other submissions regarding the need for further development of the concept of Green Infrastructure (GI) and a fully integrated set of Policies for the River Thames Corridor. Rather than duplicate many suggested detailed changes to Plan wording, we hope that our argument for significant change in Section D7 will result in a structure more able to accommodate amendments proposed by others. Specifically: we support the Chiltern Society’s submissions on rural and countryside matters and the River Thames Society’s submissions regarding the importance of the River Thames Corridor and the need to recognise its heritage as well as ecological and tourism values.
k. We are pleased to see that The Appropriate Assessment of the South East Plan (AA) has given rise to a series of suggested changes to the Draft Plan. Those seen in general strengthen protection of the environment and reinforce our argument that Green Infrastructure is vital to the Plan. For example, we support the SEERA RPC proposal to add the words “including green infrastructure” following “… and services” in Policy CC5 Point ii (change location reference is as in following text regarding RPC change NRM4 Point vii).
l. However, we cannot support another suggested change which we understand will be proposed by SEERA as we believe that it could have a negative impact upon Rural and Green Infrastructure issues. The wording below has been copied from the SEERA RPC 2006 Meetings Web page (http://www.southeast-ra.gov.uk/meetings/planning/2006.html) Agenda Item 4 (Appropriate Assessment) Annex 1 “Proposed Changes in the light of AA Report” page 9. This would weaken Policy NRM4 (pages 118 & 120) by removing the requirement for “maintaining and establishing accessible green networks and open green space in urban areas” and replacing it with a requirement that could only relate to new development. The change is documented as: 
	vii Maintaining and establishing accessible green networks and open green space in urban areas. Requiring green infrastructure to be identified, developed and implemented in conjunction with new development. Local Authorities and partners will work together to plan for and provide connected and substantial networks of accessible multi-functional green space, in urban and urban fringe areas and adjacent countryside 


2C.2 Are the needs of smaller towns adequately recognised in draft RSS (including Policy BE5)

No, small towns are key to achieving the Plan Vision and Objectives yet are inadequately covered. Small non-rural towns do not feature significantly in the Plan, again probably caused by the strong focus on housing development.
a. Small Rural Towns are only covered towards the end of Section D8 in a short Sub-section with a single Policy (pages 186-7 Policy BE5). This does not give adequate stress to the importance of such towns to the Plan.

b. Small Towns are normally considered part of the rural economy and infrastructure. Hence they require a clear Regional focus, as argued in our answer to Matter 2C.1 above. The Plan’s 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 small towns.

c. Policy BE5 has only a local planning dimension and does not provide a Regional focus on the large number of smaller towns in the Region. In addition, the focus on Regional Hubs and Regional Centres means that the extensive network of smaller towns is not adequately covered. 
d. The Regional Transport Strategy (RPG9 Chapter 9 amended) acknowledges a Rural Dimension (RTS Policy T3) alongside a focus on Regional Hubs and Spokes. The Plan could be improved to reflect the need to Manage and Invest (RTS Policy T1) to:
· “achieve a rebalancing of the transport system in favour of non-car modes …” and

· “encourage development that is located and designed to reduce average journey lengths”

e. The Regional Economic Strategy objectives to “increase the business stock by 35%” while reducing road congestion and pollution levels will require a network of smaller towns across the Region to provide both local business opportunities and the services required by small businesses and home workers.
f. Policies to support smaller towns across the Region could bring major benefits, including:
· Improved quality of life across the Region by better choice of local employment, housing and shopping - especially in the dispersed areas of rural deprivation
· increased economic activity across the full geographic area of the South East, with potential to reduce the growth of commuter traffic
· providing local centres for expanding industries such as tourism, sport and leisure across the Region
· developing new SMART economic growth through inventive use of new technology alongside local support services
· reducing the use of cars and encouraging improved public transport networks
· increasing walking and cycling within and around towns and settlements
g. The reasoning behind the choice of towns as Regional Hubs or Centres is not clear to us and we believe that there has been inadequate consultation and debate on this aspect of the Plan. If the Plan Objective of “a sustainable improvement in the quality of life” across the Region is to be met, then a case can be made for a more all-encompassing network for transport and communication across the whole Region - rural as well as urban.
h. We support other submissions (notably the Chiltern Society) critical of the Plan’s coverage of the rural-urban fringe. The Plan’s focus on urban space is demonstrated by use of the term “urban/rural fringe” and its inclusion in Section D8 “Management of the Built and Historic Environment”. Development of an extended Section D7 will allow a clearer focus in D8 on urban areas and issues.
2C.31 Is the draft RSS’s approach to the Built Environment soundly based and sufficiently regionally specific, particularly on suburban renewal and on the urban rural fringe?
No.

a. We recommend that the Plan is amended as described in our answers above to provide an integrated strategy for rural issues. This will include smaller rural towns and settlements.
b. This will enable Section D8 to focus on the Built and Historic Environment of urban areas, to include suburban renewal.
c. We support the submission of the Chiltern Society on questions relating to the urban/rural fringe. We do not believe that the current Policy BE4 is a sound method of managing the boundary between urban areas and rural areas. There must be a clear Regional Policy to ensure that areas on the border of Local Planning Authorities are well managed. 
d. We also support the submission by the River Thames Society on this matter. The River Thames Corridor is a good example of where boundaries between urban and rural space fluctuate and the benefits of the countryside (in this case the river environment) brings significant benefit to urban quality of life. We do not support the requirement in Policy BE4 to identify boundaries around settlements. With the proposed enhancement of the Plan to provide an integrated and comprehensive Rural and Green Infrastructure strategy, other Policies supporting this strategy should provide a better mechanism for meeting the Plan Vision and Objectives.
[end]
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