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Does Policy H1 plan for an appropriate and deliverable level of housing growth for each sub-region and ‘Rest of County’ area, taking account of best available information and all relevant factors, including

· the draft plan’s vision and public opinion;

· demographic, housing need and backlog, and affordability;

· economic potential and regeneration;

· local capacity for growth, including infrastructure and government policy initiatives;

· environment?

1. Natural England considers that Policy H1 does plan for an appropriate and deliverable level of housing growth across the South East region as a whole, although it doesn’t take full account of the best available information and all relevant factors.  The proposed annual average figure of 28,900 net additional dwellings between 2006 and 2026 is believed to be at the uppermost limit of the environmental sustainability of the region, as outlined in the LUC report “Environmental Sustainability in the South East: Developing the evidence base and embracing the concept” (October 2006).  There is some concern that this level of new housing could lead to an increase in the region’s ecological footprint and CO2 emissions if present trends in building design and construction continue (ref. SEERA’s Sustainability Appraisal).   Natural England considers, however, that the adverse impacts of new development on global warming and the environment can be stabilised over the lifetime of the plan if a number of the regional and sub regional policies and the Implementation Plan can be made more environmentally friendly and exemplary, coupled with significant behavioural change by businesses and individuals.

2. We do not wish to comment on specific sub regional or ‘Rest of County’ housing figures.

3.  On “housing need” Natural England would support the broad overall approach to direct the majority of new housing to the Growth Areas and brownfield sites in major urban areas, but it would wish to make the key point that the plan should enable small amounts of new housing and key services to be provided in small towns and villages.  This is particularly important for affordable housing so that smaller settlements in the region will continue to be sustainable communities in the future.

4. With regard to “economic potential and regeneration” Natural England would like to draw the Panel’s attention to the recent Stern Review on the economics of climate change.  This provides a powerful case that if society doesn’t act to tackle global warming we could lose at least 5% of global GDP each year now and forever.  It argues that the investment that takes place in the next 10 – 20 years (the period of the SE Plan) will have a profound effect on the climate in the second half of this century and the next.  The SE Plan has the potential to support innovation and the development of low carbon technologies in the promotion of sustainable development and transport infrastructure.  It also has the opportunity to remove some barriers to energy efficiency, and to inform, educate and persuade local authorities and developers about what they can do to respond to climate change.

5. Finally, Natural England is not convinced that Policy H1 pays sufficient regard to the quality of the environment and the need to safeguard and enhance biodiversity.  The South East has a rich and diverse natural environment (e.g. over 35% of the region is designated as an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty) and has the highest proportion of woodland of any English region.  It also has many National Nature Reserves and Sites of Special Scientific Interest.  Policy H1 needs to be supported by a suite of other policies throughout the plan that encourage new development to reflect landscape character and local distinctiveness, promote sustainable construction and ensure the provision of green infrastructure.  The SE Plan should also be amended to adopt the key ecological and recreational principles to emerge from the special set of EiP debates on the Thames Basin Heaths SPA Delivery Plan.

2A.6

Hypothetically, what would be the implications of higher regional housing levels on:

· water supply and waste water treatment, and flood risk;

· transport and other infrastructure;

· affordable housing;

· landscape, heritage and biodiversity assets;

and to what extent could these be addressed?

1. Natural England considers that higher levels of housing growth (i.e. above and beyond 28,900 per annum) are probably environmentally unsustainable at the present time, unless they are very carefully located (e.g. at Milton Keynes and Ashford) and they are built on carbon-zero principles.  Additional levels of growth would seriously put at risk the successful implementation of some of the fundamentally important and aspirational cross cutting policies in the SE Plan (e.g. CC1 Sustainable Development, CC2 Climate Change and CC3 Resource Use).

2. If it were decided that a higher level of housing growth was to be appropriate, and the new dwellings were to be built to current standards, the implications on the region’s landscape, heritage and biodiversity assets could be very serious.  These assets are already under considerable pressure from residents and visitors and large parts of the region’s road and rail networks are already extremely congested.  The natural and historic environments are precious resources that need to be protected and nurtured, with any new development and conversion of existing buildings being carried out to the highest possible standards.  Additional attention should be given to providing greater investment in rapid transit systems in the most densely populated areas (e.g. South Hampshire) in order to support local economies and to minimise traffic congestion and air pollution.

3. In view of the importance of the SE Plan making a strategic positive contribution to reducing carbon emissions it is suggested that the possibility of accommodating any additional housing growth in the region is deferred until the first full review of the plan in around 2011, and that this should be subject to the provision of satisfactory evidence that the development sector is able to dramatically reduce the level of carbon emissions associated with the provision of new dwellings.  Such an approach could be supported by the inclusion of a number of exemplary housing development/ green infrastructure projects within the Implementation Plan.  Natural England would be happy to work with SEERA, SEEDA, housing developers and other key partners in order to design, build and promote the lessons learnt from such initiatives.

