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1.
Introduction

1.1 
The South Downs extend from Winchester to Eastbourne and, together with part of the Western Weald, are designated as the East Hampshire AONB and the Sussex Downs AONB, a combined area of 1,374 sq.km. As such, the two AONBs represent one of the largest areas of protected landscape in England.  

1.2 The South Downs Joint Committee came into being on 1st June 2005 as a result of an Agreement between the Countryside Agency and the 15 local authorities across the South Downs. The Joint Committee has taken on the roles of the former Conservation Board and the East Hampshire AONB Joint Advisory Committee. It therefore represents, for the first time, a single management organisation promoting and facilitating the conservation and enhancement of the South Downs. The Joint Committee’s objectives are set out in Appendix 1.

1.3 In addition to renowned landscape attractions such as Beachy Head, Ditchling Beacon, Devil’s Dyke, Blackdown and Butser Hill, the South Downs include (inter)nationally important habitats, particularly chalk grassland, heathlands and ancient woodland. With over 3,200 km of public rights of way including the South Downs Way National Trail and 15 regional walking routes, the two AONBs attracted over 39 million leisure trips in 2003. In turn, these visits generated some £333 million for the local economy (Appendix 2).

1.4 On 18th December 2002 the Countryside Agency signed an Order to create the South Downs National Park, subject to Ministerial confirmation. The designated Park area includes the great majority of the two AONBs and additional areas, resulting in an area of 1,641 sq.km. A Public Inquiry into objections into the Designation Order was held in 2003 - 2005 and an announcement from the Minister as to whether or not the designation is confirmed is awaited.

1.5 The population of the South Downs National Park (subject to Ministerial confirmation) is estimated to be some 115,000, with 1.8 million people within just 10 km of the boundary, and 10 million people within an hour’s journey time. In 2002/03 it was estimated that over 4,000 planning applications were received within the National Park area. This is almost four times the number received in the Lake District, the next highest. 85% or so of those applications are approved each year. 

1.6 In addition to development pressure generated within the National Park, it is under pressure from the development needs and desires of the urban areas around its boundary, particularly those on the south coast, sandwiched between the sea and the Downs. This pressure has been much in evidence in recent years with proposals for various waste management facilities and large-scale formal sports facilities within and adjacent to the designated area. 

1.7 The South Hampshire Sub-Region adjoins the boundary of the South Downs National Park (subject to Ministerial confirmation) and the Sussex Coast Sub-Region overlaps part of the Sussex Downs AONB. The Gatwick Area Sub-Region extends as far south as the Sussex Downs AONB, and the Western Corridor and Blackwater Valley Sub-Region is just a little to the north-east of the East Hampshire AONB.

2.
8Ai.1 (Policy SCT 1)

2.1 The Joint Committee recognises that the opportunities for development in the sub-region are severely limited by the sea to the south, the Sussex Downs and High Weald AONBs to the north and various other important designations. These include the Chichester Harbour AONB and the South Downs National Park (subject to Ministerial confirmation), to the omission of which from paragraph 1.1, page 251, the Joint Committee objects, given the importance of these environmental designations to the sub-region (and region as a whole).

2.2 In addition, and more fundamentally, the Joint Committee objects to the lack of recognition that the environmental designations of the sub-region are also an asset to its quality of life and economic success, not simply “constraints” (paragraph 1.3, page 252). The sub-region contains so many internationally and nationally important designations as well as many low-lying areas vulnerable to flooding.  Yet this quality environment receives little consideration or recognition that this is important for people’s health and well-being and for the local/regional economy.  Indeed the impression often given is that these environmental assets are more of a constraint than a benefit, despite the area’s high quality environment being the reason that many people choose to live here.

2.3 This apparent lack of interest in the environment is demonstrated in paragraph 1.3 (page 252) of the South East Plan which, in describing the area, omits many important environmental designations found in the sub-region.  Rather than dismiss these the Plan needs to respect the environmental limits found here and engage more positively with these environmental assets.  For a sub-region which has a large focus around economic regeneration, to ignore such important economic and quality of life assets does seem rather short-sighted.

2.4 Areas designated for their environmental quality contribute significantly to the quality of life for many within the region and sub-region – opinion polling for SEERA found that “protecting the environment” was one of the four most pressing issues for the South East Plan (identified by 90% of respondents, whereas more housing was identified by only 57%)
. Such areas also contribute significantly to the economy of the region and sub-region - as noted above, visits associated with the South Downs generated some £333 million in 2003. 

2.5 Indeed, despite its socio-economic problems, it is a very desirable place to live, with net in-migration. This in turn leads to high land values that will not be addressed by simply providing more houses. The capacity of roads such as the A259 is also recognised as a constraint, the improvement of which may have detrimental consequences for the environment.

2.6 The Joint Committee considers that this situation means that future development has to be planned very carefully in order to maximise the efficient use of land available, or potentially available, for development in order to ensure that the socio-economic needs of the existing communities in the sub-region are met without, ideally, any incursion into these environmental assets. 

2.7 The Joint Committee therefore supports a strategy intended to prioritise employment and community infrastructure development over additions to the overall housing stock, whilst recognising the need for urban renewal and the need to provide new housing for certain sectors of the population (particularly those on lower incomes). 

2.8 The Joint Committee also supports the principle of Policy SCT1 “Core Sub-Regional Strategy”, particularly the references to sustainable economic growth and regeneration and protecting the sub-region’s high environmental quality. However, the Joint Committee considers that this should go further to include enhancement, to recognise the Sub-Region’s bio and geodiversity, and to include a requirement for appropriate mitigation and compensation where development is proposed and harm is unavoidable.

2.9 In summary, therefore, the Joint Committee considers that Policy SCT1 does essentially strike the right “balance” between economic and environmental objectives, although the Joint Committee believes that sustainable development is about progressing environmental, economic and social objectives together, not trading or balancing one off against another.

2.10 In addition, the Joint Committee wishes to see it improved as set out above. The Joint Committee also wishes to see the supporting text revised as indicated above.

3.
8Ai.2 (Policies SCT3 and SCT4)

3.1 The Joint Committee supports the principle of Policy SCT4, but cannot agree with the indication in point ii that some infringement of environmental constraints may be allowed to deliver economic regeneration. As written, this implies that (inter)nationally important environmental assets may be compromised to meet sub-regional needs, which the Joint Committee considers fundamentally unacceptable, particularly as the asset likely to be breached is the Sussex Downs AONB. The Joint Committee also considers the infringement of more local designations to be undesirable. 

3.2 The Joint Committee notes the requirement in Policy SCT4 that such infringements of environmental assets should only be allowed where the harmful impacts of development can be satisfactorily mitigated, but the Joint Committee is not convinced that this would always be an absolute requirement. The Joint Committee considers that point ii undermines the intention stated in Policy SCT1 to protect the sub-region’s high environmental quality.

3.3 As a general point, the Joint Committee believes that it is not appropriate for the South East Plan, which forms part of the development plan, to identify instances where an exception to policy may be allowed. By identifying such exceptions within a policy, they then become policy themselves. Section 54A of the Town and Country Planning Act 1990 (as amended) does already allow for exceptions to policy, where material considerations indicate a decision other than in accordance with the development plan. 

3.4 The proper procedure for any applications that are contrary to policy is therefore to assess them in the light of all material considerations pertaining. These would include the need for the development (which, if the need was that pressing, should have been identified in a Local Development Document anyway), and the advice in PPS7 on development in designated areas.

3.5 Accordingly, the Joint Committee objects to this policy.

4.
8Ai.3 (Policies SCT2 and SCT6)

4.1
As perhaps a more general point than the question being asked, the Joint Committee considers that Policy SCT2 should be revised to take account of the Sustainability Appraisal’s comment ‘is not sufficient focus on the role of non-car means of transport and transport related emissions will continue to increase as a result of the Strategy’.

5.
8Aii.1(Policy SCT7)

5.1 When commenting on the Draft for Public Consultation, the former Sussex Downs Conservation Board noted that the Draft Plan set out three options for levels of development in the sub-region and stated that Option C (3,000 dwellings pa) appeared to offer ‘the most sustainable combination of contributing to the needs of housing provision whilst enabling step change in economic performance’. 

5.2 However, the advice presented by East Sussex County Council on behalf of the principal authorities in the Sub-Region contained a caveat to this option – ‘It cannot yet be said with confidence that this strategy is deliverable – there are still uncertainties regarding infrastructure and more detailed testing is required’. 

5.3 The Draft Plan also indicated that this Option would be likely to require some incursion into environmental constraints. This was a significant concern for the former Board (and still is for the Joint Committee). The former Conservation Board also noted that, according to the advice submitted by East Sussex County Council on behalf of the principal authorities, the demand for new houses in the Sub-Region arises solely because of in-migration. The former Board was not (and the Joint Committee is not) convinced of the desirability of continuing to attempt to meet this demand, nor of the need to contribute to the wider regional demand for housing with the consequent loss of scarce development land. 

5.4 The former Board therefore considered that Option A (2,400 dwellings pa) was the most preferable of the three options put forward, with that level of new housing being to meet the needs of the indigenous population rather than the demands of in-migrants, coupled with a greater emphasis on meeting the socio-economic needs of that population. 

5.5 The Joint Committee notes that the actual proposed level of housing development is 2,700 dwellings pa. It is not clear to the Joint Committee whether this level can be accommodated without the likelihood of incursions into environmental constraints. Without the assurance that it could, the Joint Committee objects to Policy SCT7 “Broad Amount and Distribution of Future Housing Development”. 

6. 8Aii.4 (Policies SCT6 and SCT9)

6.1 The Joint Committee considers the provision of infrastructure – both man-made and natural – to be crucial to the issue of the Plan’s aspirations for growth. The Joint Committee believes that the Regional Assembly was right to contemplate growth with “a degree of reluctance” (paragraph 3.2.9 of the Draft for Public Consultation) and only if it was linked to the assured provision of necessary infrastructure. The Joint Committee notes that certain sub-regions acknowledge that existing infrastructure would be unable to support predicted growth rates.

6.2 Therefore, the Joint Committee supports the principle of Policy SCT9 “Infrastructure”, but notes that the policy as set out in the advice from the principal authorities was much more detailed in the infrastructure required. In response to the Draft Plan, the Joint Committee expressed the view that there needed to be a greater clarification of the infrastructure requirement across the region, and the advice from the Sussex Coastal Sub-Region did just that. 

6.3 I note that this detailed information is set out in Appendix 3 of the Implementation Plan (referred to as the Sub-regional Investment Framework in the Policy), but the Joint Committee considers that it would be clearer if identified as part of Policy SCT9, particularly as the status of the Implementation Plan is unclear.

6.4 In addition, the reference to infrastructure being provided “in time” is ambiguous. If it means that infrastructure is to be provided in time for when it is needed by the new development, then that is acceptable. However, if it means that development can take place with the necessary infrastructure to be provided at some future unspecified point in time, then it is not acceptable. This should be clarified.
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Appendix 1: The Objectives of the South Downs Joint Committee

The South Downs Joint Committee has four objectives:

To protect, conserve and enhance the natural beauty and amenity of the Sussex Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty and the East Hampshire Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty, including their physical, ecological and cultural landscape;

To promote the quiet informal enjoyment of the Sussex Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty and the East Hampshire Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty by the general public but only so far as is consistent with the first objective;

Generally to promote sustainable forms of economic and social development especially working with farmers and landowners to encourage land management which supports the two objectives above.

To foster the social and economic wellbeing of communities within the Sussex Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty and the East Hampshire Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.

� The South East Plan Wave 3 Research Study, MORI March 2005
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