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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 Plan sets out to strike the difficult balance between protecting landscape character, landscape quality, biodiversity and designated habitats, while at the same time providing adequate opportunity for built development and a thriving economy.  
Section D7 (Countryside and Landscape Management), paragraph 1.2 encourages the support of commercially viable agricultural and horticultural enterprises that will also deliver high quality countryside management.  The expression ‘high quality countryside management’ appears elsewhere (e.g. Policy C3).  What is meant by ‘high quality’ in this context?  We suspect that it will not include potentially controversial new technology or novel crops that may be essential for farm businesses to meet the demands of today’s market or to remain competitive with overseas producers.  An example is the antipathy of many local planning authorities to polytunnels, which have revolutionised the soft fruit industry in recent years and made it such a commercial success.  Future examples may be new or more widely grown crops either called for by new markets (e.g. biomass fuel crops for renewable energy generation; oilseed rape for liquid biofuels) or made feasible by climate change (e.g. sunflowers, apricots, grapevines), all of which might have significant effects on landscape character.
Early drafts of the Plan made no mention of agriculture or horticulture, other than as a source of pollution.  The subsequent drafts and the final version rectify this omission, but still give an overall impression of core farming being in apparently irreversible decline, dependent for its survival on non-agricultural diversification and participation in agri-environment schemes, and being of little or no importance in its own right to the region’s economy.  In contrast, we believe that CAP reforms and climate change are likely to bring new market opportunities to revitalise the industry after some ten years of recession.  The ability of the UK to continue producing food and industrial crops will become increasingly important as other regions of the world suffer the adverse effects of climate change and a consequent fall in production capacity, at a time when populations and the pressure on world food supplies are increasing:
· For the sixth time in the last seven years, world food consumption has exceeded production.

· World food stocks have shrunk by half since 1999, to 57 days supply.

· World population doubled between 1950 and 1990 and continues to grow.

· Grain crop yields fall by 10% for every one degree C above optimum temperature for the crop during that growing season.
· World grain production (billion tonnes): 2.68 (2004); 2.38 (2005); 1.98 (2006).
(Source: Natural England)
A strategic plan by definition should be anticipating and preparing for likely change, rather than simply looking back over 10 years of farming recession and predicting more of the same.  We accept that landscape quality and environmental protection are important, and have always maintained that farmers and growers, who manage at least 60% of the region’s land area, are best placed to deliver these objectives as a by-product of their farming activities.   However we consider that the Plan gives insufficient importance to encouraging the retention 
of a viable farming industry as a long-term strategy to meet the opportunities and threats of world climate and demographic changes. 
We do not believe that a ‘countryside quality’ indicator would be feasible or meaningful.  We suspect that it would be either highly subjective or so complex as to be impracticable.  Contrary to the central government policy of reducing burdensome regulation on businesses, a countryside quality indicator would further reduce the operational flexibility of farmers and growers who already face planning constraints and a multitude of landscape designations.
6B.2 Does the Plan set out a positive vision for the 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)?
Our views on National Parks remain as expressed at the relevant Public Inquiries.  We do not believe that they will bring much benefit to residents, visitors, landscape or biodiversity over and above what AONB status, open access and the public rights of way network already provide.  The South Downs AONB includes over 1100 farm holdings.  We fear that there will be a conflict of interest between environmental and commercial interests, with a tendency for planning controls to be applied more restrictively, and that reasonable agricultural and horticultural development, necessary to remain competitive, will suffer as a result.  
In both the NP and AONB policies, there is a reliance on the development of positive, sustainable land management practices without indicating exactly how this is to be achieved.  If it is to be by regulation, we are concerned that reasonable commercial activity will be unduly constrained.  If it is to be principally through Environmental Stewardship, we are not confident that the available funding, the scope of eligibility or the competence of the scheme’s administration will be adequate to ensure participation on the scale envisaged.  We would prefer to see land management based on environmentally responsible, commercial decisions by farmers, within the existing framework of cross-compliance, and enhanced by ELS and HLS agreements where these are available.
6B.3 Is there a need for regional guidance on the River Thames Corridor?  What should this contain?

We note the publication by the Thames Gateway Strategic Partnership (led by the government) of its interim plan for the area, signalling some of the measures that will be required to deliver 160,000 new homes over the next 10 years.  The plan states the government’s ambition to achieve ‘no net carbon emission’ status in new development.  Renewable energy projects will play a crucial role in realising this ambition, and farmers are well placed to contribute through the production of biomass fuel and liquid biofuels, and by the provision of locally produced foods.  A guide to the future of the Thames Gateway, published by the Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE), states that the area provides unrivalled opportunities for, among other things,  renewable energy creation and local food production.  We suggest that the South East Plan could add weight to these aims by including similar policies for those parts of the Thames Gateway that it covers.  It would be important to integrate the planning of new development with existing agricultural and horticultural enterprises in the North Kent area, both to minimise urban rural fringe problems (see our submission on sub-matter 2C.3) and so that the aim of supplying locally produced foods into the Thames Gateway communities is not compromised.
We have no particular comments on the River Thames Corridor west of Greater London.    
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?

We believe that sufficient guidance exists on access matters.  Rights of Way Improvement Plans adequately cover the existing public rights of way network and Natural England provides comprehensive guidance on open access and access management.  Green Arc (or equivalent) schemes are under development around London, with others such as the East Kent Partnership’s East Kent Natural Park (to be re-named) at the feasibility study stage.  Natural England’s Rural Urban Fringe Partnership is working on extending guidance to providing green space in and around towns elsewhere.
Farming around towns and cities often fails owing to encroachment by residential development and subsequent intolerance of agricultural operations.  Vandalism in various forms adds to the problem.  The result is often derelict or neglected areas, which in turn attract undesirable alternative land uses.  The integration of built development planning with farming needs, so that they can better co-exist, would help to eliminate the deterioration of land around urban areas and could actively improve green space provision and public access to it.
6B.5 Does the Plan provide appropriate regionally-specific guidance on coastline planning and management (Policy NRM6)?  In particular:

a) are realistic forecasts of the impacts of climate change on the coast taken into account in framing policies for managing coastal development?
b) are the expectations for areas subject to Shoreline Management Plans, Coastal Habitat Management Plans and Estuary Management Plans made sufficiently clear?

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?

We consider that the Plan’s forecasts of climate change impact are as realistic as they can be, given that the science is not precise and that opinion, evidence and projected outcomes are subject to frequent revision.  It would be difficult for a long-term, strategic plan to be more specific on this matter at this stage.

While acknowledging that climate change and sea level rise will require the modification of many aspects of coastal policy, we are concerned that the funding pressures on maintaining sea defences will result in coastal management concentrating on working with natural processes without adequately protecting the economic and social values of the coastal zone. We would like to see coastal policy give more weight to these values, particularly when there is growing pressure to allow undeveloped land to be flooded and eroded for environmental (mainly wildlife habitat) benefit.  Agricultural land must not be considered sacrificial - it has an economic value and is the principal capital asset of many farm businesses, which may have taken out agricultural mortgages to acquire it.  To allow it to flood as the ‘easy option’, especially without adequate negotiation and compensation, would be as unjust as doing the same thing to homes and commercial buildings.  As illustrated in our response to 6B.1 above, the strategic significance of this land in providing food and renewable energy crops now and for future generations should not be underestimated. The protection of high quality land (i.e. grades 1, 2 and 3a) is particularly important.  Once agricultural land is flooded by seawater, it is not easily restored to a productive state.
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