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1 Introduction

1.1 This paper sets out the response of Defence Estates (DE) to the Assessor’s Report having regard to the Panel’s list of matters in respect of Sub Matter 8Hiv & 8Jiv: Combined Thames Basin Heaths Special Protection Area (SPA).  This response should be read alongside the first submission made by DE to this session and their representations to the Draft South East Plan, notably their response to policy WCBV9.  

1.2 DE wish the Panel to note that it welcomes many of the conclusions made by the Assessor and share his view that the Draft Delivery Plan is unsound for the reasons set out in paragraph 8.1 of his Report.  DE also support the short, medium and long term recommendations, in particular:

· The need for an interim strategic delivery plan to guide development proposals in the short term prior to formal adoption of a Joint DPD.  DE would urge Natural England, SEERA and the relevant local planning authorities to prepare and adopt this interim plan as their non-statutory policy response to this issue as soon as possible in order to provide more certainty in the development control process and allow much needed housing to come forward in this area; 

· The interim plan to adopt the requirement for the provision of SANGS to be 8ha per 1,000 population.  DE has consistently argued that the requirement for 16ha per 1,000 population was excessive and not based upon a robust evidence base.  The requirement for 8ha is considered fair and reasonable having regard to the need to apply the precautionary principle;

· The recognition that development can occur within 400m of the SPA provided that it can be demonstrated that it would not lead to further recreational use of the SPA or any significant effect on its integrity;

· The recognition of the important role of access management measures in the mitigation and avoidance strategy.  DE consider there is potential for access management to play an important role in avoiding impacts on the SPA from new residential development and, as a major landowner of the SPA, are willing to work with Natural England and other parties to achieve this potential through access management plans;

· The recognition that habitat management can also form part of the mitigation and avoidance strategy.  DE strongly argued at the Technical Sessions that this should be included as part of the balanced approach to tackling this issue and are pleased the Assessor has accepted these arguments;
· The requirement for further research, particularly in respect of the carrying capacity of the SPA and SANGS, an area which DE have started to try to understand and would welcome further involvement with Natural England and other parties;

· The recognition of the importance of monitoring and public consultation throughout the various stages of policy development;
· The requirement for a Joint DPD to be drafted as soon as possible to set out a long term management plan for the whole of the SPA.  DE consider this is vital to ensure a consistent approach to protecting the integrity of the SPA.  It will also bring the interim strategic approach within the statutory planning policy framework to the benefit of all parties concerned as it will demonstrate it is robust having regard to the formal tests of soundness, sustainability appraisal and public consultation.  As set out in its earlier written submission to Question 8Hiv/8Jiv.3, DE consider Policy WCBV9 and LF11 should be amended to set out the requirement for a Joint DPD to be prepared and the matters it should cover.
2 Response to Matters

8Hiv/8Jiv.1: What are the implications of the Assessor’s Report, and taking account of the Appropriate Assessment, on the ability of the two sub-regions to achieve the housing provision figures in draft RSS, and on any alternative growth levels and spatial options examined?

2.1 DE commented in its earlier written submission on the findings of the Appropriate Assessment (AA) and its conclusion that potential adverse effects on the SPA can be controlled by the implementation of appropriate avoidance and mitigation measures provided it is supported by commitment, appropriate funding and timely provision.  DE consider the Assessor’s Report supports this conclusion by demonstrating that potential adverse effects on the Thames Basin Heaths SPA can be avoided by the provision of SANGS and other measures.

2.2 In terms of achieving the housing provision figures in the draft RSS, DE therefore share the view of the Assessor that the level of housing currently allocated should not have a significant adverse effect on the SPA.  However, the Assessor advocates adopting a cautious approach to increasing the housing provision on the basis of the limited quantifiable evidence that SANGS and other measures will be sufficient to mitigate the impact on the SPA
.
2.3 It is acknowledged that a cautious approach to housing growth in general terms needs to be undertaken until the results of monitoring are available to demonstrate the effectiveness of SANGS and other measures.  However, DE does not accept that this should preclude opportunities to increase housing provision in circumstances where it can be demonstrated through an Appropriate Assessment that there will be no adverse affect on the integrity of the SPA.  Flexibility on the approach to housing provision is particularly important in this area given the high levels of housing need and demand and the Government’s aim to improve housing affordability through increasing housing land supply.  DE are concerned that development opportunities which can be demonstrated to have no adverse affect on the SPA may be precluded from coming forward on the basis of the housing requirements within Policy H1 of the RSS.  Such a situation would frustrate the delivery of much needed housing on the basis of a constraint which may be able to be satisfactorily addressed.

2.4 By way of example, DE have suggested in its written submission to the Western Corridor & Blackwater Valley Housing Session that the housing provision figures within Policy H1 should have regard to the development potential of Deepcut Barracks in Surrey Heath.  This 112ha previously developed site falls adjacent to the SPA and the impact of new housing on the designation will be a key consideration affecting its development potential
.  However, having regard to the particular circumstances of the Barracks, DE are confident that there is sufficient scope for avoidance measures to ensure there is no adverse affect on the SPA designation from redevelopment.

2.5 The adjoining SPA to the east of the Barracks falls within the Pirbright Range Danger Area which is permanently out of bounds to the public.  In addition, the Basingstoke Canal and London to Southampton railway line separates the Barracks from the SPA to the south.  It should also be noted there are extensive areas of open space specifically associated with the use of the Barracks.  DE consider this land would provide SANGS of an appropriate size, quality and location to attract new residents from travelling to other areas of the SPA or existing or proposed SANGS within the area
.  Notwithstanding its location, DE therefore consider there are more than adequate avoidance and mitigation measures available to ensure the development potential of the Barracks could be realised in a way which would avoid adverse impacts on the integrity of the SPA designation.  
2.6 The failure to recognise the potential of Deepcut in Policy H1 on the basis of the Assessor’s cautious approach and concern over the impact on the SPA would unnecessarily restrict much needed housing from coming forward on a large, previously developed, public land asset ignoring the particular opportunity of this location to self-mitigate any adverse impacts.  
2.7 Furthermore, the scale and nature of MoD landholdings in the area mean that DE are able to often provide bespoke avoidance and mitigation strategies to address the impact of redevelopment of surplus MoD built estate.  DE have been developing effective strategies in partnership with key environmental stakeholders which utilise access management measures and alternative open space provision on MoD land to protect the integrity of the SPA from nearby developments, such as for the Aldershot Urban Extension and Queen Elizabeth II Barracks at Church Crookham.  DE therefore request the Panel not to ignore the additional housing potential of public land opportunities on the basis of the Assessor’s call for a cautious approach to increases in housing numbers more generally across the area.
2.8 DE do not wish to add to its previous response in respect of Questions 8Hiv/8Jiv.2 and 3.  






























� Paragraph 9.2 of the Assessor’s Report


� The proximity of the SPA can be seen in Figure 02 of the Deepcut Section of Appendix One of the DE & SEERA Joint Studies – Sub-Regional Study Western Corridor and Blackwater Valley (EiP Ref: Ss6).


� The development potential (1,500 homes) would generate the need for approximately 30ha of SANGS.
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