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6B.1  Does the Plan set out a positive, integrated strategy for the countryside in general?  Would it be appropriate to include a ‘Countryside Quality’ indicator as a measure of the success of the strategy?

1.  The plan does not set out a complete positive and integrated strategy for the countryside in general.  This in itself is not unexpected as the inter-relationships between different policy areas is complex and local strategic countryside priorities would have to be defined spatially in full to provide such a strategy.  This function is better served through other approaches such as County Council Countryside strategies, Protected Landscape management plans and the work underway to develop the Landscape Strategy for the South East that is identified as a priority within the Rural Development Framework action plan.  It is important to note that the UK government has recently ratified the European Landscape Convention and the South East plan EIP should take account of this fact by proofing its policy against the conventions principles.  

2.  However it is essential that the plan recognises and encourages the need for a positive and integrated approach to the countryside matters throughout the region.  Currently it does not fully achieve this.  The aim to set rural issues as the ‘core context’ for the plan (ref page 16 para 5.6) with underpinning key principles for rural development (Box B1) does not appear to have been fully delivered.   There is much more that could be achieved to deliver clarity within the plan through identification of those policies that are significant in terms of the countryside and which potentially may have an impact either negative or positive.  The South East Plan has a major role in setting the tone for all in taking countryside matters fully into account through drawing on the full range of relevant plans and strategies throughout the region.  (Rural Delivery Framework, Protected Landscape Plans, Forestry Strategy, Regional Economic strategy, RDPE Implementation Plan, Regional Biodiversity Action Plans etc).

3.  Clearly the Plan has a potentially significant impact over time on countryside quality and its character.  As such an indicator to help towards assessing changes in countryside quality would be a useful as part of a wider assessment of the success of the plan.  It is important to note that the Countryside Quality Counts initiative is still developing and the indicators cannot be taken in isolation however the ‘Headline’ or ‘Settlement’ Theme indicators could be included (www.cqc.org.uk) and would contribute to measurement of the strategies success.  

6B.2  Does the Plan set out a positive vision for 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, C2)?   

1.  The plan does provide a positive vision for the National Park and AONBs, however it does not fully reflect the opportunities that they provide to the region and beyond.  For example both AONBs and the National Park provide major recreational functions for the South East over 10million people live within 6 miles of the regions protected landscapes.  They provide a range of public goods from wildlife, educational resources, health opportunities, food, sport, and tranquil leisure activity.  The document does not fully recognise the range of environmental goods delivered and this could be strengthened in supporting text within ‘D7 Context and Purpose’.

2.  D7.  Para 1.8.  The timescale around the inspectors report is currently unclear and the plan in due course will need to reflect the reality of the regional situation in relation to the proposed South Downs National Park.  The inspector won’t be reporting in 2006 and it is unlikely that there will be a National Park Authority established before April 2008.  

3.  The policy guidance within C1a, C1b and C2 is inappropriate.  It currently does not reflect national guidance (PPS 7 para 21) in relation to National Parks and AONBs, both having ‘the highest status of protection in relation to landscape and scenic beauty’.  The supporting text within the document should more clearly state the equal status of both National Parks and AONBs in both landscape and landscape protection terms.  Within policy C2  insertion of the word ‘High’ before priority would align with policy C1a and reflect legislative reality and  government advice.  

6B.3  Is there a need for regional guidance on the River Thames Corridor?  What should this contain?

1.  Natural England acknowledge the need for sensible and appropriate policy linkages between the South East Plan and the London Plan in relation to the Thames corridor, currently these linkages are weak.  

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?  


1.  Natural England assume the phrase ‘land use management’ means ‘land management’.  We feel it is appropriate to provide more regionally specific guidance on both land management and access.

2.  The plan should make more explicit reference to the mechanisms that Rural Development Programme for England 2007 (RDPE) will provide.  These will influence and steer positive land management practices that will contribute to maintenance of landscape character, biodiversity and accessible greenspace across the South East.  There should be a link between the Implementation Plan for the South East Plan and the RDPE Regional Implementation Plan.  The SE Rural Delivery Framework should also be referenced in the South East Plan highlighting its important role in steering land use management.  

3.  The plan should also acknowledge fundamentally important European directives such as the Water Framework Directive and more clearly support and reinforce the need for appropriate land management to limit diffuse pollution.  

4.  Natural England are very keen to take forward development of a regional strategy for public access to the natural environment – including ‘greenspace’ in town and countryside.  Accessible Natural Greenspace Standards (ANGSt) are one helpful bench mark for levels of provision and are widely supported.  These promote scale of provision in relation to distance from households.  Potential barriers to implementation have been reviewed 2.  

5.  Natural England has collaborated with FC over a strategic review of all accessible natural greenspace available across the South East and the spatial fit to published Accessible Natural Greenspace Standards (ANGSt).  This valuable analysis tells us where standards are currently being met and where there are existing deficiencies.  This work will be published in the near future.

6.  Natural England has recently extended the original analysis to look at comparative levels of natural greenspace provision and potential visitor pressure at ward, district and sub-regional levels (see Annex 1 for sample outputs).  The results illustrate how these are affected by the housing levels proposed under the preferred spatial strategy in the RSS.  

7.  Preliminary conclusions of this analysis are:

•
Only 20% of Households in the South East Region have an accessible 

natural greenspace (ANG) greater than 2ha within walking distance.

•
The distribution of ANG across the region is very uneven with some districts meeting nearly all ANGSt standards while in others almost no natural greenspace is accessible.

•
Some of the housing allocations proposed in the SE plan will significantly increase the number of households in districts where access to natural greenspace is currently very poor.

•
In some districts the increase in housing proposed in the SE Plan threatens to add significantly to pressure on areas of natural greenspace which already experience high levels of public use.

•
A significant proportion of ANG is of international importance for nature conservation.  In some areas where high housing pressure and site vulnerability coincide, there is a significant risk that the conservation status of sites could be adversely affected.

8.  This further analysis should help both inform the Implementation Plan and identify those sub-regions where further strategic reviews of the potential to meet short falls in greenspace provision are required, like that undertaken by SEERA for the Thames Basin Heaths.  Natural England would welcome the opportunity to make the detailed results of this work available to the EiP and Panel.

9.  Natural England is very keen to see further guidance in relation to provision of greenspace in town and country.  A cross cutting green infrastructure policy to reflect the multi functional nature of GI is in our view the best way of addressing this shortfall within the plan.  This would provide due prominence to the potential of multifunctional green infrastructure across the region and ensure due regard for establishment and maintenance of GI.  

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? 

1.  According to climate change predictions, the SE Region will be of the most affected by future sea level rise, with a predicted increase of 1.07metres over the next 100yrs (Defra 2006).  It is one of the most developed regions in the country and the SE Plan places specific emphasis on regenerating the coastal towns (Policy RE5) with over 170,000 houses planned within coastal districts over the next 20 years.  

2.  The South East coastline is recognised nationally and internationally for its nature conservation, geological and landscape importance with a high proportion of designated sites found along it.  Currently 8637ha of both European Sites and SSSIs in the South East are in unfavourable condition due to inappropriate coastal management and coastal squeeze (English Nature data as of 01 April 2005), making this one of the greatest causes of damage to designated sites in the region.  Furthermore, the predicted increase in sea levels (on account of climate change) will compound these issues.  

3.  Natural England supports policy CC2 and the suggested amendments to it made by SEERA, however we feel that it has been inconsistently and inadequately translated through to other relevant policies.  Policy RE5 specifically mentions the need to develop the coastal belt, however this does not adequately consider the likely changes to our coastline that will result from future sea level rises.  Policy H1 also does not consider the potential impacts of climate change when allocating housing numbers to districts.  

4.  The Appropriate Assessment of the draft SE Plan has determined that it cannot conclude no adverse affect on the integrity of nine coastal European sites of nature conservation importance through coastal squeeze.  Natural England believes that in the first instance, the SE Plan should avoid exacerbating coastal squeeze or preventing managed realignment through the careful siting of new development and by the management of existing development.  A ban on all development in flood risk areas is not desireble and would not be in the interest of the South East.  However, there needs to be a full assessment of the implications of building on the flood plain in relation to coastal squeeze.  
4.1 A specific example of this is in South Hampshire where 10,000 new houses are planned within the floodplain at Portsmouth.  Natural England is concerned that this is being pursued to achieve the target to develop on brownfield land without taking account of the impact on coastal squeeze.   
5.  While the supporting text of NRM6 has reflected the need to adapt to climate change and allow habitats and the environment to respond this is not adequately translated into the Policy.  Natural England supports SEERA’s suggested amendment to (i), which is to plan for climate change rather than just take account, however there needs to be a greater synergy between policies NRM3 and NRM6 to ensure that development on the coast does not exacerbate coastal squeeze and also allows coastal habitats to adapt to climate change through managed realignment.  

b) are the expectations for the areas subject to Shoreline Management Plans, Coastal Habitat Management Plans and Estuary Management Plans made sufficiently clear? 

1.  There are many different plans relating to the coast and its management.  Of the three listed above: Shoreline Management Plans (SMPs), which cover the whole of the SE’s coastline, are plans which determine how to manage the coastal and flood defences over the next 100years.  Estuary Management Plans (EMPs) are focussed on managing all activities within estuaries and only have a limited coverage within the South East.  Coastal Habitat Management Plans (CHaMPs) predict the changes in coastal habitats over the next 100years as a result of continuing with existing management practices.  These have so far only been developed for European sites and in the SE region currently cover the Solent, Dungeness and the North Kent Marshes.  All plans take account of the findings of each other, but of most relevant to development proposals within the SE Plan are the SMPs.  

2.  The SMPs are technical documents.  They have used the best available information to determine the most sustainable preferred option to manage the coast over the next 100yrs taking account of predicted climate change and sediment supply.  The use of land on the coast should be determined by the preferred option in the SMPs.  The land use planning system therefore needs to integrate SMPs into its planning documents.  In order to achieve this NRM6 (ii) needs to go further and state that SMPs should be part of Local Development Documents.  

3.  NRM6 also needs to ensure that when planning development on the coast the impacts of it are considered over the next 100years, especially in relation to managed realignment to reflect the polices in the SMPs.  

4.  The draft SE Plan does not go far enough in ensuring that the expectations of SMPs will be met.  Most of the coastal sub-regions do not mention SMPs or the need to mitigate and adapt to climate change when proposing development on the coast.  Natural England therefore seeks clarity on how the proposals are going to be implemented at a sub-regional level.  

References: 

Defra (October 2006) - Flood and Coastal Defence Appraisal Guidance

FCDPAG3 Economic Appraisal Supplementary Note to Operating Authorities – Climate Change Impacts

c.  should the draft RSS be more clear about the actions at the regional and sub regional levels that need to be taken to protect Heritage Coasts.  

1.  Heritage Coasts although not statutory designations are defined and acknowledged through Local Authority planning policy.  Their purposes include

· Conservation and enhancement of natural beauty including their terrestrial littoral and marine flora and fauna as well as heritage features.  

· Facilitation of understanding and enjoyment of the area, 

· Maintenance and improvement of the environmental health of inshore waters affecting heritage coasts and their beaches through appropriate works and management measures.  

2.  The South East has 3 Heritage Coasts all align with AONBs, Isle of Wight, Kent Downs and Sussex Downs.   There is merit in provision of text to support the role of statutory AONB management plans in contributing to Heritage Coast management.  However it should be noted that the marine element of coastal purposes does not statutorily fall within the remit of protected landscapes.  There may be a more significant role here in the future flowing from the Marine Bill.  It would be constructive to re-enforce the importance of Local Authority involvement and support for Heritage Coasts regionally and sub-regionally through their local policy provision.  


