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Introduction

1.1
The five local wildlife trusts covering the South East England Government region collectively support an advocate for regional wildlife conservation policy in the area.

1.2
During the last three years the Director of Regional Conservation Policy for the Wildlife Trusts in the South East (WTSE) has been closely engaged with the development of the regional spatial strategy for the South East (the SE Plan), principally through the activities of the South East England Biodiversity Forum, the South East Forum for Sustainability, and the regional assembly’s Regional Planning Committee.

1.3
Three of the WTSE partner trusts have part of the Thames Basin Heaths Special Protection Area (SPA) within the counties in which they operate.
 The details of the level of direct and indirect interests of these Trusts are set out in their technical submissions on the Thames Basin Heaths SPA.

1.4
This submission is concerned only with policy considerations. It is, therefore, a relatively brief submission, with a specific focus on regional and sub-regional issues and topics raised in Questions 9 and 16 (together with some elements from Question 8). There appears to be no added value in covering Questions 1-7 (and most of Q.8) and Questions 10-15, which are dealt with effectively through the submissions from individual Wildlife Trusts, from RSPB and from Natural England.

Question 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?

2.1
Planning Policy Statement 11: Regional Spatial Strategies states that:

“… the sub-regional definition should be based on a clearly recognisable ‘strategic policy deficit’ which cannot be adequately addressed by general RSS policies or by LDDs on their own. In some parts of a region, LDDs may be capable of being prepared within the context of the generic policies of a RSS. In some cases this may need to be on a joint LDD basis and the RPB may need to encourage the relevant LPAs to produce a joint LDD in order that the RSS can be effectively implemented. However, in many cases there will be sub-regional strategic issues which cannot be tackled through a joint plan or where the LDDs require a more detailed strategic policy context which cannot be provided by generic policies in a RSS. Therefore, it will be common to have sub-regional policies as part of the RSS revision.”

(PPS 11 para 1.13, p. 4 ‘Sub-regional dimension’; ODPM 2004; London:TSO).

2.2
The Thames Basin Heaths appears to meet the defined purpose of a sub-regional strategy. The objective would be to meet a clear strategic policy deficit within a geographical area and for which it seems unlikely that local authorities concerned will jointly collaborate on an overarching framework.

2.3
The 11 local authorities which contain varying extents of the 13 Sites of Special Scientific Interest which comprise the Special Protection Area are diverse in nature. The experience of generating a common policy in two adjacent sub-regions (Western Corridor/Blackwater Valley and Urban Fringe) has already proved to be a challenging task.

2.4
A Thames Basin Heaths sub-regional strategy would focus on the specific issue of policy measures to solve the identified problem of integrating development needs with safeguarding the biodiversity assets of the SPA and it’s ‘zone of risk’ from informal recreational disturbance associated with residential dwellings (defined as 10km from the SPA boundary) – the ‘detailed strategic policy context’. Local Development Frameworks would be obliged to be in conformity with the policies (which would be drawn from the proposed Delivery Plan); at the same time, local authorities would be free to operate alone or in collaboration in order to deliver the SANGS to meet standards set in Sub-regional policy.

2.5
In addition, the sub-regional strategy should set out mechanisms and broad measures to deal with key implementation issues, including:

· Spatial requirements in relation to detailed housing development proposals (extending work initiated through the LUC study to include land not in public ownership, and at the same time enhancing the screening process to ensure that existing and potential future biodiversity assets are not damaged or compromised);

· Acquisition of land for SANGS (including fund managing mechanisms where appropriate);

· Timing of SANGS availability in relation to programmed housing completions and expected schedule of occupation;

· Measures to achieve and to maintain the SANGS at an appropriate standard;

· Assessing initial condition of SANGS (verifying standards are met), and continuing monitoring of condition and utilisation;

· Accumulating and sharing examples of good practice in the development and management of SANGS.

2.6
The Sub-regional strategy would operate on a partnership basis with local authorities, developers and specialist stakeholders (including Natural England) collaborating to ensure that the objectives of the delivery plan are met as efficiently as possible, and using monitoring data to review progress and to ensure that the standards are both proportionate and effective.

Question 16

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

3.1
Since the development of housing in the districts in which the SPA is located is expected to continue for the duration of the South East Plan, the delivery plan, as part of a Thames Basin Heaths Sub-regional strategy, would cover the same period, from 2006-2026.

3.2
However, the legacy of housing development and increased population in the area will last considerably longer than the Plan period. Mechanisms must therefore be in place to ensure the long-term management of SANGS and any other measures aimed at avoiding detrimental impacts on the SPA, and to ensure that appropriate monitoring is undertaken to assist with any review of the Sub-regional strategy.

3.3
As stated in response to Q.9, including a Thames Basin Heaths Sub-regional strategy in the SE Plan would be an appropriate mechanism to incorporate the delivery plan into planning policy. Since the Sub-regional strategy, encompassing the measures from the Natural England delivery plan, would be part of a statutory document, this would provide a measure of certainty that potentially significant detrimental effects on the SPA arising from informal recreation would be avoided, and that the obligations and requirements of EU law and the UK implementing regulations are met.
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� The WTSE Director of Regional Conservation Policy is:


A member of the Core Executive Group of the South East England Biodiversity Forum (SEEBF) and a member of the SEEBF Task Group on Biodiversity and the RSS;


A permanent Member of the South East Forum for Sustainability’s Policy & Executive Committee, and is a nominated environment sector Member of the Regional Assembly;


The environment sector’s nominated representative on the Regional Planning Committee.





� Berkshire, Buckinghamshire and Oxfordshire Wildlife Trust; Hampshire and Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust; Surrey Wildlife Trust.
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