THAMES BASIN HEATHS SPA
Response by the EiP Panel to the questions raised by GOSE in their statement to Matter 8Hiv/8Jiv
It would not have been appropriate for the Panel to respond to these questions until after the EiP debate on the Thames Basin Heaths, which took place on 22 March 2007.  However as was made clear in the Panel Chair's opening remarks to that debate, the Panel would not want their deliberations on the longer-term policy issues relating to the RSS to delay progress in taking forward the Assessor's recommendations on more immediate aspects relating to development control, joint working and further research.
The Panel's response to the three questions raised are as follows:

1
The Panel consider that in relation to short-term delivery issues, the Assessor's recommendations are effectively directed to CLG/DEFRA.  The Panel has no basis on which to question the process recommended by the Assessor for taking forward work to prepare an interim strategic Delivery Plan over the next 6 months.  The Panel would have no basis for either endorsing or seeking to amend the detailed substance of the short-term recommendations in the Assessor Report's para 10A, without familiarising itself and re-testing all of the evidence carefully weighed by the Assessor.  However, the Panel sees no reason for work on progressing an interim strategic Delivery Plan to be delayed pending the publication of its Panel Report.  Indeed the Panel welcomes the statement made by the Regional Assembly at the debate that they intend to convene a meeting in May 2007 to coordinate reactions to the Assessor's report as input to its preparation.  The Panel understands that GOSE is likely to coordinate production of the interim strategic Delivery Plan, and it urges them to expedite its preparation.
2
The degree of influence that the Thames Basin Heaths should have on influencing housing provision levels in the affected districts between 2006-26 is central to the work of the EiP Panel.  However there are many interrelated factors that should and will influence the Panel's conclusions, and it would be wholly wrong for an early statement to be made on recommended housing levels for any one part of the region.  The Panel’s recommendations on housing provision in all parts of the South East region will be included in the full EiP Panel Report to be submitted in summer 2007.

3
The Panel notes that there was a large measure of support at the EiP debate for the idea of a strategic partnership to coordinate policy for the Thames Basin Heaths.  The Panel welcomes the statement made by the Regional Assembly at the session that they intend to convene a meeting in May 2007 to begin considering the terms of reference for such a strategic partnership.  The Panel hopes that it will be set up as soon as possible.  Its understanding is that the Assessor was being cautious with a timeframe of 12-18 months -- this was not intended to imply any constraint on its earlier establishment if this proves possible.  The Panel hopes that a form of loose strategic partnership as envisaged by the Assessor to coordinate strategy would be capable of being put in place within a shorter time period.  However it may take longer to resolve administrative and legal issues if the strategic partnership were to act as a channel for funding, e.g. pooled contributions, or if it were dependent on new institutional arrangements connected to the proposed Regional Infrastructure Fund.
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