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Issues:

8Di.1
Does the proposed strategy appropriately identify and respond to the differing circumstances within this sub-region, within the context of its environmental attributes?

8Di.2
Does draft RSS make appropriate provision for significant growth in economic activity (Policies EKA3-7, RE5)?  

1
Introduction

1.1
Wye Future Group (WFG) are concerned primarily with the proposed strategy and its implications for Wye.  This is a village outside Ashford and within the AONB.  Although primarily concerned with the first issue, this statement covers both together.
1.2
WFG do not believe the strategy is currently appropriate in that it does not respond to the circumstances and environmental attributes of Wye.  This is shown by the allocation of land for development  of ‘High quality proposals for intensifying or expanding the technology, knowledge and scientific sectors will be supported at established and suitable new locations’ in policy EKA7 at the Wye Campus of Imperial College London.

1.3
This report will detail the objections made and the set out the environmental attributes that exist around Wye.  It will then update the panel on new information which has a significant impact on the viability of the proposal.  This includes the withdrawal of Imperial College London from the scheme, the deletion of references to Wye from the Regional Assembly’s Implementation Plan and the fact that the site is not included within the Ashford borough Council Core Strategy Submission Document November 2006.

1.4
We argue that it is necessary to delete reference to the Wye Campus of Imperial College London to ensure that the economic strategy for the sub region is appropriate.  It is understood that the Regional Assembly agree with the need to now remove this reference. 

2
Summary of Objections

2.1
The strategy currently proposed is contrary to many national, regional and local policies.  It is inappropriate to identify such site specific proposals in the RSS and does not adequately take account of the existing environmental constraints.  

2.2
WFG believe that development at this site is inappropriate for the following reasons:

· Impact on the Kent Downs Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty, an area designated for its national importance for landscape quality and scenic beauty.   


· Potential impact on the Wye and Crundale Downs Special Area of Conservation (SAC), a site that is internationally recognised for its importance for nature conservation and designated under the European Habitats Directive as well as being a National Nature Reserve (NNR).


· Potential impact on the Wye and Crundale SSSI, a nationally recognised area for its biological and earth heritage interest.

· Effects on the historic environment, including the setting of listed buildings and Conservation Area.

· Development in this location would promote unsustainable travel pattern contrary to national planning policy, with negative effect on air quality and contributing to climate change.

· Development at Wye could potentially reduce the opportunity to maximise regeneration in identified urban areas, including coastal locations.


Development in the open countryside  

2.3
The development of the proposed site at Wye Campus will be contrary to national planning policy contained in Planning Policy Statement (PPS) 1 Sustainable Development
 which clearly sets out the high level of protection that will be afforded to the protection of the environment.  Planning policies and development proposals, respectively, should seek to ‘protect and enhance the quality, character and amenity value of the countryside’ and that ‘significant adverse impacts on the environment should be avoided’.

Impact on the designated landscapes

2.4
The proposed development is within the Kent Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB), which was designated in 1968.  The creation of new built development and associated infrastructure, such as roads and car parks and the inevitable removal of features of landscape importance, is likely to have a severe detrimental impact on the character of the AONB.  Therefore the proposals are contrary to national planning policy.

2.5
A Landscape Character review
 of the Kent Downs AONB divides the whole AONB into thirteen distinct character areas.  The proposed development site lies within the area identified as the ‘Stour – Brook to Chartham’.  The key characteristics of this area are summarised as follows.

‘The Stour Valley cuts through the Downs between Ashford and Canterbury.  Deciduous scarp-top woodlands occur on both sides of the valley, below which is a strong pattern of mixed farmland.  Hedgerow trees are frequent both on the slopes and on the flood plain, which is further broken up by thin lines of deciduous trees between the fields.  Mature parkland extends across considerable areas of the lower valley slopes, although 1987 storm damage has depleted areas of tree cover.  Alders and willows enhance some sections of the river, but cultivation stretches the very edge of the riverbanks in other areas, decreasing the visual and ecological quality of the waterside.’  

2.6
Views of the site from further within the Kent Downs AONB are an important consideration of the site from development.  The Wye College site forms an important part of a tranquil and unspoilt landscape that includes geological and historical features including a geological area designated as a SSSI and important Bronze Age and Saxon tumuli. 

Impacts on built and archaeological heritage features

2.7
The village Wye and the surrounding area present an area characterised for its historic built heritage which provides a setting for the Wye Campus site.  This area is of high sensitivity and intensification of use and built development at the Wye Campus would have significant adverse effect on this, through built development and increased traffic and travel in the village.

2.8
Within the Wye Campus site itself there are buildings which have been listed for their historical importance.  These include Winterbourne House and two associated barns, Withersdane House as well as its walled garden, a stable/granary and barn, a house at Hadley Cross, and Oasthouses at Coldharbour Farm.  

2.9 Features in the landscape are also identified as of significance for their heritage value. Archaeological studies of the Wye area indicates that there have been many prehistoric finds in the area, including coins and Neolithic flints.  Evidence of a Roman Farmstead is also present in Wye village.  
Impacts relating to travel and transport 

2.10
The creation of a new science park at Wye college could create up to 5000 new jobs in Wye.  In terms of transport this raises issues related to how these people would travel to work every day.  In addition, the development would require increased transport in terms of deliveries and visitors, as well as during construction.  New housing in this location will also contribute to increased transport.

2.11
It is a key principle of national Planning Policy Statement (PPS) 1 ‘Sustainable Development’ that development plans should:

‘…contribute to global sustainability by addressing the causes and potential impacts of climate change – through policies which reduce energy use, reduce emissions (for example, by encouraging patterns of development which reduce the need to travel by private car, or reduce the impact of moving freight)…’ (13(ii))

2.12
The development of the science park in Wye is contrary to this principle as it is not in or adjacent to a large population centre.  Therefore it is clear that people will need to travel from the wider area to the science park for work.  Wye does not fall within the Growth Area and, as a village, cannot be categorised as urban.
3
Site specific allocation

3.1
Regional Spatial Strategies should set out the broad locations for regionally important development.  The South East Plan should not identify the exact sites for development.  PPS11 provides detailed guidance on this point.  It states at paragraph 1.7 that RSS should ‘be locationally but not site specific, while not going into the level of detail more appropriate to a LDD’.
3.2
It is considered that by including the allocation of Wye in its economic strategy SEERA as the RPB, has failed to meet the general requirement of, by failing to ensure that the RSS is sound when submitted for examination.  It also fails the specific requirement of PPS11 (at para. 1.16), that the RSS must not identify specific sites as suitable for development.  

4
Lack of Evidence

4.1
There is no sound and credible evidence which demonstrates the need for ‘an expansion of the technology, knowledge and scientific sectors’ and its requirement for the Wye Campus as a location.   This site specific allocation is wholly driven by the land ownership and ambitions of one major University.  This is not a proper way to plan for the future of Ashford.  
4.2 The inclusion of Wye Campus is not supported by evidence and the lack of consideration of any other location, particularly one better related to Ashford significantly undermines the strategy for Ashford Growth Area.  If there is a need for a high quality science based proposal in the Ashford Growth Area this should be highlighted based on robust evidence and the exact site determined through the appropriate LDF process. 
5
Incoherent strategy

5.1
Large scale development at the Wye Campus would be entirely inappropriate because it is not a sustainable location and would conflict with many other strategic policies which seek to ensure development is located in sustainable urban areas.  In particular it fundamentally contradicts the proposals to concentrate development in the area identified in the Greater Ashford Development Framework. 

5.2
The South East Plan contains several policies which specify that development should be focused in urban areas and on previously developed land. In line with the government’s Sustainable Communities Plan in the South East, Ashford is the major focus for development as one of the new Growth Areas. The Secretary of State has approved a spatial strategy for the Ashford Growth Area as an alteration to RPG9 and the policies for Ashford are incorporated, unchanged, into the South East Plan. Wye is a village which lies outside this Growth Area. 
5.3
The inclusion of the Wye Campus of Imperial College London for a high quality proposal for intensifying or expanding the technology, knowledge and scientific sectors is inconsistent with many of the policies of the South East Plan.  In particular with Policy CC8a ‘Urban Focus and Urban Renaissance’.which emphasises that employment uses should follow a sequential test in which priority is given to urban and brownfield sites. 

5.4
The RES identifies the importance of science and innovation campuses and states that ‘significant opportunities are also presented to revitalise the economy of Ashford’.  There is no objective evidence provided to demonstrate the need for this type of proposal.  In any event, if such a proposal were necessary it is essential that it be well related to Ashford in order that it can contribute to the ‘revitalisation of the economy’.   The most appropriate location for such a significant proposal would be within the Ashford Growth Area, possibly complimenting the other new and proposed business parks or the Ashford Learning Campus.  
5.5
The proposals for large scale research centre and science development at Wye both contradicts and undermines the proposals to concentrate and regenerate Ashford town centre and the strategy of the Greater Ashford Development Framework. 
It will also be necessary for the allocation and associated references to Wye to be removed from the RES when it is next reviewed.
6
Update 

6.1
A letter was submitted to SEERA and copied to the Panel on 18th October 2006 updating them on the current position with respect to the Wye proposals. 
6.2
The Panel should be aware that:

· Ashford Borough Council LDF Core Strategy Submission DPD does not include any policy reference to a major presence of Imperial at Wye.  This was approved by Full Council meeting on 20th October 2006 and at an extraordinary meeting on 26th October 2006, and was subject to consultation from November to 15th December 2006;  
· Imperial College announced on 14th September that it will not be proceeding any further with investigating the delivery of a world class research centre, science hub and associated housing at its campus at Wye. Their proposals and masterplan were formally withdrawn on 29th September 2006.

· References to Wye have been deleted by SEERA from the Implementation Plan at a meeting of the Executive Committee held on 20th October 2006.
6.3
These events have a number of implications for the Regional Spatial Strategy.  Specifically they raise significant questions about the delivery of any proposal at Wye.  The explicit statement from the landowner that it will no longer be pursuing any development proposals at Wye renders the current RSS policy undeliverable.      

7
Conclusion

7.1
Given the above evidence, the environmental constraints of the site and the changed circumstances such as the withdrawal of the proposal by the landowners and also the acknowledgement of this by SEERA through deletion of references in its Implementation Plan, it is appropriate and necessary that Policy EKA7 is amended and reference to Wye Campus of Imperial College London is deleted.

7.2
Deleting reference to Wye would provide a better and more appropriate economic strategy for the sub region, acknowledge more appropriately the environmental constraints that exist, reflect the current situation and also ensure consistency between documents.

� ODPM (2004) Planning Policy Statement 1: Sustainable Development 


� Countryside Commission (1995) Kent Downs AONB Assessment CCP 479





