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RSS EXAMINATION IN PUBLIC SOUTH EAST
ADDENDUM STATEMENT BY CPRE SOUTH EAST: PARTICIPANT 7124
ASSESSORS REPORT on THAMES BASIN HEATHS DRAFT DELIVERY PLAN
___________________________________________________________________________

Issues raised by the Inspector’s Report:

1. We greatly appreciate the clarity, speed and capability with which the Assessor has been able to address the complex and often conflicting issues concerning Natural England’s Draft Delivery Plan for the Thames Basin Heaths.
2. By finding the DDP to be unsound, the Assessor has in effect consigned the SPA management to the local authority level, to be considered in the LDFs rather than the RSS.  However, it would now seem necessary to have a policy statement in the RSS to require local planning authorities to establish local policies and procedures to comply with the Habitats Directive in their planning process.
3. It is perhaps unfortunate that the terms of reference of this consideration of Natural England’s Draft Delivery Plan, made it impossible for the Assessor to consider whether the ‘mini delivery plans’ being prepared by several of the LPAs were a sounder approach than that proposed for the whole SPA.

4. However, what is clear is the idea of having an SPA-wide delivery plan to avoid the need for Appropriate Assessment of each SPA and even EIA of individual development proposals is not a viable route and developers, landowners and LPAs will need to move forward with these individual approaches: a process that is becoming well known, as EIAs are now become easier to implement over time.
5. The fact that the DDP would, in the Assessors view, only have been viable for 3 years, is itself an indictment of an idea that was intended to support a 20-year strategic plan.  It is notable that the Assessor recommends it be replaced with joint LDDs across local authorities involved, rather than with something at RSS level.

6. Concerning the issue of the strategic allocation of housing, which is the concern of the RSS, the Report suggests that the Assessor takes the view that there is capacity to accommodate the needs of the three bird species, as defined in the Habitats Directive and the needs for housing as expressed in the SE Plan, the only condition being that the housing be phased to allow for the establishment of SANGs.
7. This conclusion is influenced by the Assessor’s decision that the zones proposed by the DDP are too stringent, specifically that Zone B should apply at 1 km not 2 km from the SPA, and that linear distance be replaced by travel distance.  Both these factors increase the co-existence ‘carrying capacity’ for the three bird species in question and housing development in the areas of the SPA.
8. As there was no discussion of overriding public interest in relation to housing need it is not possible to resolve an outstanding issue of whether the Assessor was right to include mitigation as a part of the planning response to the SPA.  The Assessor took the practical view that if mitigation were possible it should not be excluded.  CPRE agrees with this, but there may need to be legal clarification on this point.
9. The Assessor recommends there be monitoring – and resources made available to achieve the monitoring – in order to accelerate learning about the impacts of development and co-existence of birds and people on the additional scale required. CPRE welcomes the application of the principle of the Plan Monitor, Manage approach to this subject.
10. CPRE regards this as another example where the scale of development in the South East may be close to environmental limits – in this case set by the Habitats Directive.  The South East Plan can only be regarded as sound if there is a commitment within the Plan to invest in monitoring, and a commitment to review results and undertake a partial review if impacts and co-existence are not proceeding as satisfactorily as expected.

11. CPRE agreed with the Assessors opinion that the precautionary approach was inappropriately applied.  We also think that the housing plans should not be precautionary, but they most certainly should be careful and phased to recognise the environmental limitations, as well as the housing needs in this part of the region.  They should also be informed by a well-planned accumulation of knowledge about interactions and impacts.  The Assessors report goes into some detail about the information and further studies required.  Housing development that may damage the environment by its quantity and location will lead to possible net loss of life for wild species and a loss of ‘quality of life’ for human species.  Monitoring to enable the proper application of Plan, Monitor, Manage is essential.
12. We are concerned that this monitoring work will not be done, because it will take second priority to the provision of SANGs.  A special policy should be included or a separate implementation action plan and the associated funding arrangements set out in Annex 1 or Annex 3 of the Implementation Plan.
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