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South East Regional Spatial Strategy - Examination in Public

First Technical Meeting on Thames Basin Heaths SPA 

1 How comprehensive is the evidence base for the Plan?

SCC is dependent on other organisations such as Natural England and the Wildlife Trust for data on the status of populations and research in to the recreational impacts on them. In principle, research carried out elsewhere can provide a prima facie case applicable in the Thames Basin.

2 Does the Plan correctly interpret the requirements of the Habitats Regulations and the European Directives on which it is based?

It is considered that Delivery Plan provides a sensible interpretation of the requirements.

3 What impact is further housing development likely to have on the TBH SPA and how robust is the evidence that such impact would be significant?

It is never easy to predict the relationship between additional housing and population growth. It is generally the case that greenfield development will result in higher build rates and hence local population increases as they fuel the opportunity for inward migration to an area. Predicting the impact in terms of recreational pressures is difficult because of the variations in recreational behaviour of different groups of people. Nevertheless, the broad conclusion that the scale of development planned for the area will impact on the SPA is accepted.

The assumed level of household size of 2.4 persons per household is open to question as it is likely to vary with the character of the development that is allowed. It is accepted that at the moment the building industry is favouring high density development with a high proportion of flats. However, housing authorities are concerned that this is leading to an undersupply of family sized accommodation and over the lifetime of the Plan, this may influence the mix of dwellings. The Plan accepts that individually there will be discretion for builders and local authorities to vary the assumption and this seems a reasonable way forward.

An underlying principle of the Plan must be to support the role of the heathlands as an internationally significant biodiversity resource which must influence the spatial planning of this part of the South East. The current condition and use of different parts of the resource is a lesser consideration to this overall objective.

4.Would all forms of residential development have a similar impact on the SPA or should the type of development be a consideration?

There is no reason why flats should give rise to greater recreational pressure than houses with gardens unless it corresponds to different lifestyles on the part of the residents. The research undertaken deals more with the distances and mode of travel than with household parameters such as dwelling type.

The Plan recognises that a different approach may be appropriate for proposals for residential institutions as compared to dwellings and this would seem reasonable.

5.Has the requirement to apply an ‘in-combination’ test been correctly interpreted and applied?

It would appear that the in-combination test is a significant part of the Habitat Regulations. Its purpose is to incorporate the potential impacts arising from a number of small scale proposals or from a mix of different projects and provide an alternative to the EIA requirements for major developments. It is the in-combination effect which has the potential to produce the significant adverse affect and in this sense it is similar to the concept of the cumulative impact of small scale development on other services and facilities. 

6.Should the Delivery Plan give more guidance on the balance between the potential techniques that could mitigate the impact on the SPA?

The Delivery Plan makes it clear that its main intention is to develop the approach to SANGS as part of a tripartite approach to mitigating recreational impacts. The alternative steps related to on-site access and on-site management seek to complement the identification of alternative greenspace. It is considered unrealistic to seek to define a balance between the relative forms of mitigation.

7.What evidence is there that provision of SANGS will effectively mitigate any adverse impact on the integrity of SPA. 

It is not the intention of the SANGS to mitigate any adverse impact on the integrity of the SPA but to contribute in combination with other measures to efforts to maintain the integrity. The Delivery Plan recognises that SANGS can be beneficial in establishing recreational patterns amongst new residents, but also in attracting some existing users of the SPA to the new facilities offered. This is part of the wider objective of offering people good recreational opportunities which enhance their quality of life and yet are more sustainable in the widest sense of the word.

8.Is it possible to deliver sufficient alternative open space (SANGs) of suitable quality in appropriate and accessible locations at an acceptable cost and within the necessary timeframe?

In principle the work undertaken suggests that this is possible in the broad sense. What is uncertain is to what extent the practical difficulties associated with local circumstances may prejudice delivery in specific cases. In Surrey, for instance, the majority of development is expected to take place by the re-use and redevelopment of previously developed land in existing urban areas. Many of these sites will be relatively small and in financial terms only likely to make a limited contribution to the cost of providing SANGS. This will delay implementation unless the principle of forward funding of provision is accepted. The proximity of parts of the SPA to some existing urban areas may also constrain the extent to which SANGS can offer a realistic alternative recreational opportunity. 

The ‘mini plans’ prepared by a number of local authorities give some indication of the works necessary to develop or upgrade sites as SANGS.

9.What mechanisms could be used to ensure such open space is provided? Should it be provided before development takes place or within a specified time span of development commencing?

As mentioned above, there may be practical difficulties in providing sites unless some form of forward funding mechanism is available as ideally the open space should be available as residents occupy the new development. 

10.Is the zonal approach set out in EN’s draft delivery plan appropriate?

The evidence on the distances people travel when using the SPA for recreation suggests that the zones proposed are reasonable ones. The Delivery Plan sets out to be as straightforward as possible and the method chosen to measure distances is appropriate in this sense.

11.Is the basis on which the suggested 16 and 8ha greenspace land mitigation standards for development in the 2 km and 5km zones have been calculated sufficiently robust?

No comment.

12.Are the minimum sizes for SANGS and the proportion of total SANGS provision by area appropriate?

The sizes adopted for SANGS seem a pragmatic response to their intended role of offering an alternative recreational opportunity to land within the SPA. It would also seem appropriate to put an emphasis on larger sites to give a realistic alternative to the extensive areas of land within the component parts of the SPA. Where smaller alternatives are proposed, they need to be close to the new development to facilitate their use by new residents and this aspect of the guidance is supported. There is the risk that the detail is over prescriptive, however, particularly in respect of the suggestion that adjoining districts need to consider what the best mix of sites may be.

13.What contribution can on site mitigation make to addressing the impact of additional housing? How should this be addressed in the Delivery Plan?

There needs to be a twin track approach which seeks to improve conditions within the SPA areas and to widen the areas of heathland in response to Policy NRM4 (Figure NRM2), alongside the provision of SANGS as alternative recreational opportunities. In this sense on-site mitigation is not seen on its own as sufficient to address the potential impact on the integrity of the area. The Delivery Plan needs to be more ambitious in setting a framework for improvement to this resource.

14.Could the impact be addressed by managing access to the SPA more effectively? Would controlling access be appropriate? How could it be best achieved? Are there effective means for controlling ownership of dogs and cats?

Such measures need to be explored and the results monitored to assess how effective they may be as a contribution to addressing the pressures on the heathlands and their species. As there is a close season for fisheries, it may be appropriate to consider that certain parts of the SPA should be considered ‘off-limits’ for part of the year.

15.Are there other techniques which should be considered either as an alternative or in combination with SANGS, on-site mitigation and accessibility management?

As discussed above, the Delivery Plan should also focus on how the heathland resource as a whole can be extended. This may have implications for the areas in which SANGS should be located as it may be inappropriate to create such facilities on land which could form an important bridge between existing parts of the SPA or other heathland resources which may be improved.

16.What period should the Delivery Plan cover and what would be the most appropriate process for its incorporation into planning policy?

The Delivery Plan should continue to be implemented alongside proposals for development throughout the plan period and beyond. The status of the Delivery Plan should be enhanced by its inclusion in Section D5 of the Plan as an example of what is necessary to secure the biodiversity improvements proposed in Policy NRM4. The sub-regional sections of the Plan would, as presently, also need to make reference to the Delivery Plan and its implications for the pattern of development locally.

