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THAMES BASIN HEATHS SPECIAL PROTECTION AREA
GOVERNMENT WRITTEN STATEMENT TO TECHNICAL ASSESSOR ON DELIVERY PLAN

1. The Government aims to promote sustainable development, achieving a better balance between housing supply and demand through increasing the supply of housing.  Everyone should have the opportunity of a decent home at a price they can afford, in a place in which they want to live now and in the future, that promotes a better quality of life in a secure and attractive environment.  We need to build more homes to ease pressures on first time buyers and meet the needs of our ageing and growing population.  
2. In achieving this objective, the Government is also committed to ensuring that biological and geological diversity are conserved and enhanced as an integral part of social, environmental and economic development, so that policies and decisions about the development and use of land integrate biodiversity and geological diversity with other considerations.  
3. The challenge which faces us is to achieve a sustainable balance between addressing the need for additional housing and the need to protect our natural heritage and meet our international legal requirements in complying with the European Habitats Directive.
4. Planning Policy Statement 9: Biodiversity and Geological Conservation (PPS9) states that the planning system has a significant part to play in meeting the Government’s international commitments and domestic policies for habitats, species and ecosystems.
5. English Nature (now Natural England)’s delivery plan for the Thames Basin Heaths SPA is a positive attempt to supply a creative strategic solution to the problem of enabling housing delivery whilst complying with the Habitats Regulations.  It offers a way of speeding up the planning process by dealing with the ‘in combination test’ and avoiding the need to go through the process of an appropriate assessment for each planning application.  
6. However, it is generally acknowledged that the scientific evidence underlying the approach put forward in the delivery plan, (including the standards put forward for the provision of suitable accessible natural green space in mitigation (SANGS)), is scant.  The mitigation required as set out in the delivery plan has resulted in criticism from some quarters, particularly the amount of alternative open space required. 
7. DCLG commissioned a peer review of the delivery plan, to look at the approach taken by NE and to review the evidence underpinning this approach.  We put forward the resulting independent report produced by RPS, offered as additional information to assist the technical assessor in his task of advising the panel on the practicality and deliverability of the Delivery Plan and its implications for the draft regional spatial strategy (the South East Plan)
8. We look forward to the report of the assessor to the Panel and to the Panel’s view, (as incorporated in their Panel Report on the South East Plan), on the ability of the two sub-regions affected by this issue (namely the Western Corridor/Blackwater Valley and London Fringe) to achieve the housing provision figures set out in the draft RSS and any alternative growth levels and spatial options examined.
9. We are particularly interested in the assessor’s findings on whether the delivery plan is the best possible solution for the area, taking into account the requirements of the Habitats Regulations, national planning policy statements PPS9, PPG3 (Housing) and the emerging PPS3 (Housing), ODPM Circular 06/2005: Biodiversity and Geological Conservation – Statutory Obligations and their Impact within the Planning System; and Planning for Biodiversity and Geological Conservation: A Guide to Good Practice (issued by ODPM in March 2006).  We are particularly interested in the assessor’s recommendations for improvements to the delivery plan, where necessary, including whether or not he suggests an alternative delivery plan, together with the implications for the RSS.
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