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Statement by the Kent Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty Executive

8Di
EAST KENT AND ASHFORD: STRATEGY AND ECONOMY

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?

Overview

No.  The strategy fails to place its proposals within the context of one of the primary environmental attributes of the subregion, the Kent Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.  The Kent Downs AONB Executive welcomes the Panel’s question, and the implication that the strategy should indeed be set within the context of the subregion’s environmental attributes.  Map CLM1 shows that the AONB occupies a significant fraction of the subregion (when compared with Map E3).  Our proposed policy wordings below are in italic.

The AONB boundary is shaping the proposed expansion of the growth area at Ashford and is a primary determinant of expansion opportunities at Dover, yet the subregional strategy almost completely neglects this major influence.  Paragraph 2.13 is in itself welcome in stating that “The qualities that can foster success in East Kent and Ashford include the environment, heritage and quality of life and they will be protected and enhanced”.  The Kent Downs AONB is a key part of that environment and heritage and should be specifically referred to.  Similarly, the reference in Policy EKA3 to “the unique heritage and environment will be protected and promoted for its own sake” is supported so far as it goes.  However, we recommend that Policy EKA3 should refer specifically to the AONB, and the words “conserved and enhanced” should be added to “protected”, to reflect government policy with regard to protected landscapes.

The strategy has taken the Kent Downs AONB as a fact of life.  There is neither promotion of the opportunities it creates nor deliberate threat to its integrity (with one exception which SEERA seeks to remedy, discussed under 8Di.2).  Indeed the strategy is virtually silent on the AONB.  The only references to it are in paragraphs 2.3 and implicitly 2.6(ii), where reference is made to Dover’s proposed housing growth being deliberately outside the AONB.

The lack of reference to the AONB denies a significant range of opportunities, and to some extent constraints, which are important for the way in which the strategy ‘responds to the circumstances of the subregion within the context of its environmental attributes’.  The subregional strategy therefore fails to explain to readers and local planning authorities preparing Local Development Frameworks how planning can derive benefit from the AONB rather than, at present, adopt a minimalist approach of not actively challenging Government policy on AONBs.  Furthermore, there is an absence of any further reference in the strategy to the environmental quality of the countryside.  There is just one reference to the rural economy (in paragraph 2.26).  In a largely rural area, some of it deeply rural, these omissions are a major oversight.

The Kent Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty as a resource

A nationally important resource

The Kent Downs AONB is a significant resource.  It provides green infrastructure which adds value to the surrounding urban areas.

The designation reflects the Area’s remarkable landscape quality, which should be protected, conserved and enhanced for ever for everyone to enjoy.  It provides a significant expanse of high quality semi-natural landscape with qualities of calm, tranquillity, fresh air and opportunities for enjoyment and recreation.  This will become increasingly valuable as surrounding towns in the subregion expand, not only because there will be more people keen to take advantage of it but also because it will contrast increasingly with the experience of urban living.

Leisure opportunities

The resources of the growing urban areas provide the scope for reinforcing the quality of the AONB’s green infrastructure, as additional users generate the desire for better management of the AONB.  The promotion of leisure activities in the Downs requires a policy commitment.  If handled properly, within a sympathetic relationship between towns and the AONB, leisure activities can:

–
encourage investment in the distinctive character and quality of the Downs (to sustain and improve the qualities that visitors have come for);

–
enable activities to be enjoyed by more people (e.g. through countryside management work); and

–
manage recreational and other pressures which, if not addressed, would erode the quality of the Downs (e.g. inappropriate urban fringe activities such as motorbike scrambling and a range of noisy pastimes).

Without such policy support, if these pressures are left to themselves, conflicts of interest will soon arise and become more intensive, devaluing the AONB for all parties.

Economic and social opportunities

The relationship between the AONB and the expanding urban areas in East Kent is important for them both.  We note that it is part of the marketing strategy for the ‘Ashford brand’ to emphasise the quality of the countryside close by.  The approach needs to be much more than simply one of urban residents taking what they can from a landscape experience.  A positive relationship with two-way benefits should be embedded in the subregional strategy.

The AONB designation should be the catalyst for economic and social progress both within the AONB and in the urban areas beyond.  As SEEDA commented in responding to the Kent Downs AONB Management Plan: “The Kent Downs AONB is a capital resource that underpins much economic activity in Kent.  Its high quality environment helps attract businesses, contributes to the quality of life that people in the county value so highly and supports a substantial visitor economy.”  Properly promoted, we would expect the resources of the AONB to find increasing markets locally through businesses based on the character of place.  We see the potential for promoting the identity of the Downs so that nearby urban residents take pride in consuming locally distinctive economic products as well as its aesthetic offerings: particularly wood products, fruit, lamb and other farm products.  Increased and carefully managed leisure activity in the Downs will also support rural businesses directly and indirectly.

Urban fringe

As indicated in our comments on the submitted Plan, we seek a new section and policy on ‘Green Infrastructure Initiatives’.  This would cover a wide area: from the development areas, through the immediate urban fringe, to the wider countryside beyond.  Identifying precisely what green infrastructure is needed by the expanding population of the urban areas, and where, is a task for the future.  The key requirement is for the South East Plan to commit land use planning around the edges of the AONB to including policies for the urban fringe.  These should focus on topics such as:

–
planning for the provision of a network of recreational routes within and beyond the AONB;

–
planning to maintain the character of approaches to the AONB and views from it;

–
planning for access from surrounding settlements, for the most part by means other than private car;

–
development control requirements by which new developments contribute to urban fringe management and AONB enhancement objectives;

–
the definition of urban edges, especially where these are close to the AONB, with land use policies which set out clearly the kinds of activities which will be supported or resisted by the planning system in fringe areas;

–
tackling incremental and cumulative small scale change by sensitive development control with, where necessary, the withdrawal of permitted development rights (through Article 4 Directions).

We note that the adopted policies for the Ashford Growth Area in RPG9 include at Policy 3(ix) “Urban fringe – positive management of the area around Ashford for recreation and biodiversity.”  We would wish to see in the South East Plan extension and expansion of this policy to urban areas surrounding the entirety of the Kent Downs, including in East Kent and Ashford where significant growth close to the AONB is planned.  Our approach would give expression to the Countryside Agency’s The countryside in and around towns: a vision for connecting town and country in the pursuit of sustainable development (CA207, January 2005).

We propose that the following words are inserted after the third paragraph of Policy EKA3:

“Within a context of conservation, environmentally sympathetic development which enhances the quality of the countryside and gives access to it will be encouraged; economic development should add value to the distinctive qualities and products which the rural locality offers.”

Risks to the Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty posed by the strategy

The importance of the AONB in shaping subregional development should be central, since without this the likelihood is that built development outside the AONB will nonetheless have significant adverse knock-on effects within the AONB, having the effect of undermining Government policy intentions for the conservation and enhancement of natural beauty through:

–
traffic pressures,

–
urban fringe impacts & clutter,

–
interference with farming & other existing characteristic activities,

–
environmental damage, and

–
deteriorating quality of views out from the AONB.

If the subregional strategy fails to promote the conservation and enhancement of the AONB’s green infrastructure through deliberate policy-based actions, which it fails to do at present, then the AONB will be progressively eroded.  The Kent Downs AONB Executive wishes to create a policy climate in which everyone appreciates the benefits of spatial policy and the planning system at the subregional level:

–
preventing incremental erosion of quality and character;

–
avoiding highways investments which damage landscape character through the AONB;

–
mitigating and compensating for any impacts caused by essential development;

–
maintaining high quality gateways to this special area;

–
requiring high quality design standards sympathetic to local styles;

–
reinforcing calm and tranquillity.

There is no evidence in the draft South East Plan that this has been appreciated..  It is important to stress that this is a land use planning issue and not purely a matter of management.  The Management Plan for the Kent Downs for 2004-09 recognises this in its section 2.8 on ‘encouraging sustainable development and travel’.  The SDT policies are relevant, including Policy SDT1 to: “ensure the need to conserve and enhance the fundamental and special characteristics of the AONB is reflected within the new Regional Spatial Strategy, Local Development Frameworks, Action Area Plans, Supplementary Planning Guidance and Local Transport Plans.  The Management Plan was agreed by the same local authority partners in the AONB who are expected to implement the South East Plan.  There need be no conflict between the South East Plan and the AONB Management Plan.  However, the South East Plan has simply not responded to the issues at stake, and should be amended to assert the planning aspects of the agreed collective local authority strategy for the AONB, including in the East Kent and Ashford subregion.

Constraints on the strategy imposed by the Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty

While the restatement of Government policy is to be avoided in the South East Plan, the Kent Downs AONB Executive would nevertheless have expected the subregional strategy to explain that the pattern of growth proposed in East Kent had given full regard to the AONB in planning the delivery of that development.  There is the minor reference to Dover in paragraph 2.3, but the nationally significant growth of Ashford is neglected.  The presence of the AONB has undoubtedly had an impact on Ashford’s growth planning, but this is neither recognised nor supported in the subregional strategy.

We propose that Policy EKA8 is amended with the insertion after (v) of:

“To avoid sites which conflict with national policy for the protection of Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty”.  This wording would capture cases of development outside designated areas which are nevertheless inappropriate by virtue of the impact they would have on the designated land.  Improvements are also needed to the supporting text:

–
paragraph 2.6 should explain the impact of the AONB on the housing supply policies that may be practicable in the subregion; and in any event (iii) should be amended as it carries the unfortunate implication that minor breaches of constraints are acceptable – which, in the case of the AONB, they are not;

–
 paragraph 2.22 on provision of employment land, which should be outside the AONB (unless small scale and directly related to activities sympathetic to the enhancement of the AONB).

The absence of a specific commitment in the strategy to directing all but minor development away from the AONB is significant because there are proposals which either specifically support development in the designated area which is incompatible with national policy or could be held implicitly to do so.  These are:

•
Policy EKA7 specifically encourages the development of the Wye campus near Ashford by Imperial College London, which is wholly inside the AONB (considered in more detail under 8Di.2).

•
By virtue of paragraph 2.20, Policy EKA5 can be held to support inland facilities to provide port-related development: most large inland sites close to Dover which are not already developed are in the AONB or overlooked by it (considered in more detail in our statement on 8Div).

Taken together, we consider that the following criteria of soundness from paragraph 2.49 of PPS 11 Regional Spatial Strategies are not satisfied: (i), (iii) (see 8Di.2 below), (vii) (see 8Di.2 below), (ix) and (x) (see 8Di.2 below).

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

The draft RSS makes inappropriate provision for significant growth in economic activity in one explicit respect, at the Wye Campus of Imperial College London.

Policy EKA7 includes provision for ‘high quality technology, knowledge and science’ development at, amongst others, Wye, near Ashford.  The Kent Downs AONB Executive requests deletion of the words: “(iii) Ashford – at the Wye Campus of Imperial College London”. 

Our comments on the submitted Plan explain that this proposal:

–
was not subjected to proper consultation but added at a late stage;

–
is inconsistent with national policy and other policies in the draft RSS;

–
was rejected by the Panel for the Kent Structure Plan;

–
is not based on robust or credible evidence; and

–
has not been subject to Sustainability Appraisal (we can now confirm that SEERA’s consultants were not asked to include this in their work and that no further steps have been taken to remedy the omission).

The wording was inserted not to promote the good planning of the Wye campus but appeared to support a specific scheme promoted by Imperial College.  The current position is that:

–
SEERA has invited the Panel to withdraw this proposal;

–
Imperial College has withdrawn its notice of intention to bring forward the development;

–
Ashford DC has decided not to include scope for the development within its Local Development Framework.

We do not anticipate any supporters of the scheme, or anything comparable, inviting the retention of the policy.

We suggest that in any event the policy as drafted could not be accommodated in the Plan until a Sustainability Appraisal has been carried out, which is now clearly unnecessary.
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