CPRE South West

Comments on draft NPPF

Response to Q15 – Natural and local environment
October 2011

Q 15 a and b
 
Policy relating to the natural and local environment provides the appropriate framework to protect and enhance the environment. Do you: Strongly Agree/Agree/Neither Agree or Disagree/Disagree/Strongly Disagree

Do you have comments? (Please begin with relevant paragraph number)
Summary

· Many paragraphs need adjustment in the light of our comments on Question 1 and some reorganisation is required.
· We welcome the reference to Green infrastructure (GI) - and suggest further wording to ensure strategic provision appropriate to the extent and distribution of built development proposed.
· Best and most versatile agricultural land - we suggest revised wording to improve protection, particularly of the highest grade agricultural land in relation to development. 
· We welcome the reference to maintaining the character of the undeveloped coast and to Heritage Coast, but additional wording is required to ensure that development which does not require a coastal location is not allowed.  Reference is also required to the UK’s new marine planning policy statement.
· A return to the specific wording on National Parks and Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty in PPS7 is needed to avoid weakening current protection, plus additional text is desirable to avoid adverse impact from development proposed outside the designated areas.
· An additional paragraph is required to recognize the landscape value of the wider countryside. This needs to refer to local distinctiveness and sense of place, and to advocate the approach of landscape character (and historic landscape character) in developing Local Plan policies - including the need to consider the landscape and historic landscape setting of built development.  
· Mentions of tranquility and light pollution are welcome. The concept of tranquility is wider than simply noise, and mention of both in an improved section on landscape character is desirable. 
· Greater clarity is needed on the protection of SSSIs - rather than simply mention in a footnote.
· An assessment is needed to ensure that any essential technical and best practice guidance to accompany the final NPPF is in place.
Detailed comments

Paras 163 -175 in general
Amendment is needed to these paragraphs in the light of our comments on Question 1 on the ‘Presumption’ to give an appropriate approach to sustainability (including the need for reference to the principle of environmental limits and a win-win-win approach to sustainability). 
Para 167 - Bullet 1 - Green Infrastructure (GI)
We welcome the reference to Green Infrastructure - and suggest that policy coverage in the final NPPF could usefully be further developed. The current wording is weaker than that in the current national guidance, PPS 12: Local Spatial Planning:

The core strategy should be supported by evidence of what physical, social and green infrastructure is needed to enable the amount of development proposed for the area.
Draft PPS Planning for a Natural and Healthy Environment (March 2010) also proposed greater detail on green infrastructure
:

Policy NE4: Local planning approach for green infrastructure

Local development frameworks should set out a strategic approach for the creation, protection and management of networks of green infrastructure. …. Policies should:

(i)   provide for green infrastructure, particularly in locations where it will assist in reducing the impacts of climate change by providing flood water storage, sustainable drainage systems, urban cooling and local access to shady outdoor space

(ii)  avoid development being located in areas which result in the fragmentation or isolation of natural habitat

(iii) identify opportunities to enhance green infrastructure and the natural habitats within it, by retaining, enhancing or creating green corridors linking rural and urban fringe areas and urban green spaces; and

(iv) identify opportunities to enhance the functions urban green spaces can perform.

There are many cities and towns in the South West - including historic cathedral cities such as Truro and Exeter, historic county towns like Dorchester and smaller market towns - that have no Green Belt designation and have been, and are likely to continue to be, subject to pressure for expansion. There are also many instances of poorly-planned urban sprawl on town margins. 

Considerable effort has therefore been made in the South West to develop policy in relation to strategic Green Infrastructure and to start its practical implementation. We have supported this approach including the policy development below from the South West RSS: 
Policy GI1 Green Infrastructure

Development of networks of Green Infrastructure (GI) will be required to enhance quality of life … and support the successful accommodation of change. GI networks will comprise multifunctional, accessible, connected assets, planned around existing environmental characteristics. 

Plans, strategies, proposals and schemes should aim to deliver wider spatial outcomes that incorporate environmental and socio-economic benefits by; 

· Conserving and managing existing GI; 

· Creating new GI; and 

· Enhancing its functionality, quality and connectivity. 

GI is required as an integral part of development and should include the identification, development and management of new areas of open space, not just more intensive use of existing areas of open space. Local Authorities and partners will:

· Draw upon existing expertise and initiatives to take forward GI planning and identify priorities and partnerships for GI.

· Incorporate GI policies setting out broad locations for GI appropriate to the extent and distribution of development proposed, coordinated across administrative boundaries as appropriate

· Integrate proposals to improve GI in the delivery of new developments, particularly through area based regeneration initiatives and major development proposals

· Ensure that a key aim of green infrastructure is the maintenance and improvement of biodiversity

· Protect the integrity of sites of international importance and provide new areas of appropriate greenspace where development would otherwise cause recreational pressure on sites of international ecological importance

· Maximise the role of GI in mitigating and adapting to climate change

· Develop a GI Plan with a delivery programme to support GI policies.

We particularly draw your attention to the text underlined - on the need for provision appropriate to levels of development proposed. This would be a valuable policy addition for the final NPPF, while accepting that some other detail might be covered by reference to best practice guidance. 

Green Infrastructure is also a useful approach in terms of integrated landscape scale working to protect the many public benefits - or ‘ecosystem services’ - that open land can provide, including not only recreational use and wildlife value, but the many wider values of undeveloped land for soil and water conservation, health, etc. See also our comments in on Question 13 Green Belt, re the two approaches being potentially complementary - not alternatives.  

We note that paras 130-132 provide for local green space (with policy on development consistent with that for Green Belt). However, the text makes it clear that that this will not be an appropriate designation for most green areas. We welcome the Green Infrastructure approach therefore and would like to see it further strenghtened in the final NPPF - especially as it complements the National Environment White Paper’s approach of landscape-scale working and emphasis on the multiple public benefits of undeveloped land.
Para 167 - Bullet 2 - Undeveloped coast
The coast around the South West is an outstanding asset - not only environmentally, but socially and economically, for example in the contribution it makes to quiet recreation, associated health benefits and tourism. Our branches in the South West are constantly dealing at the local level with inappropriate applications for development at coastal locations - even with the current planning protection for undeveloped coast. 
In addition: not all Heritage Coast in the South West is included in nationally designated areas, there are some valuable undeveloped coastal areas outside of Heritage Coast designation, and there is also potential at some locations to enhance undeveloped coast.  
We therefore welcome the commitment to maintain the character of the undeveloped coast, protecting and enhancing its distinctive landscapes, including specific mention of Heritage Coast and improving public access and enjoyment. However we would like to see strengthened wording as we have some concerns that in practice protection for undeveloped coast may be weaker than intended, particularly when taken together with the wording on coastal change in the previous section (paras 159-162) and our concerns about the overall ‘Presumption’ (see our comments under Q1).

Paras 159 -162 allows development on the coast subject to certain caveats, which, whilst including the character of the coast is not compromised appears to provide less robust protection for undeveloped coast than the present paras 2.9 and 2.10 of PPS20. We would like to see the final NPPF strengthened with elements of these current paragraphs that indicate that development plan policies in the coastal zone should normally not provide for development which does not require a coastal location and that the undeveloped coast … should not be expected to accommodate new development that could be located inland or in existing developed areas. 
Improved reflection of Para 3.9 of PPS20 is also desirable as it indicates that access to the coast should be a basic principle ….both to the developed and undeveloped coast. Again while the wording in draft NPPF on improving public access is welcome, it seems less substantive particularly again in the context of para 161 (which also needs modification), where the draft NPPF reference is only to development not hindering only a continuous signed and managed route round the coast.
Defining the coastal zone  - The reference to defining the coastal zone (former para 1.7 of PPS 20) was lost (not, so far as we are aware, having been included in the PPS25 supplement on coastal change) and so is not therefore mentioned under paras 159-162. We suggest that some guidance on this is still needed for local planning authorities in defining especially the width of their coastal zones.
Reference to marine planning  -  Greater cross reference to marine planning (including the UK Marine policy statement, March 2011) and the need for an integrated approach would be helpful  - especially to clarify that terrestrial planning usually extends to the low water mark and the UK marine policy statement to high water (there being a deliberate overlap to ensure continuity). The NPPF also needs to reflect the marine policy statement’s mention of seascapes including the approach of landscape character
. 
Para 167 - Bullet 3 - Best and Most Versatile (BMV) Agricultural land 
Despite the sub-heading this is not a landscape issue, but a soil conservation one and the draft text is very weak.  It makes no distinction between the grades within the “BMV” category, despite the fact that of all agricultural land in England, Grade 1 accounts for c. 3%, Grade 2 for c. 18% and Grade 3a for 
c. 21% (DEFRA/Natural England figures). In addition significant areas of BMV land lie in coastal areas that may be lost with coastal realignment in the face of changing sea levels and the potentially unsustainable cost of coastal protection in the longer term. Many significant areas of BMV land in South West England also lie close to towns and cities (as the maps that we have obtained from Natural England indicate, see our briefing note on the subject on www.cpresouthwest.org.uk ) - areas which are subject to considerable pressures for substantial urban extension. Urban extension of larger towns and cities is often the most sustainable spatial approach for the bulk of development (where it cannot be accommodated on urban brownfield-land), but it needs to be planned in a way that minimises the take-up of high-quality BMV land, particularly the higher grades. 
Many horticultural and field-scale vegetable crops require high quality land, which is why their production is concentrated in areas of such land quality.  
However, even the highest quality agricultural land cannot compete in capital/ rental value terms with most non-agricultural uses. So, for example, with the current text in draft NPPF, it could pay a landowner to sell or lease Grade 1 land for warehousing – something that is clearly inappropriate in respect of long term sustainability and conservation principles.

A more robust text is needed to reflect the long-term strategic importance of the best land as an essential basis for maximising UK self-sufficiency in production of temperate food products.  The text should flag up the distinctions within BMV. It should be within the Natural Environment section, but not under the Protect valued landscape sub-heading.  A suitable text could be:
Best and most versatile agricultural land (with a sub-note referring to the Glossary clarifying its definition as Grades 1, 2 and 3a) is a strategic natural resource for the production of food and its development for non-agricultural purposes should be avoided wherever possible.  Where some loss of such land is unavoidable to meet development needs then the greatest protection should be given to the highest quality land.  Only in exceptional circumstances of demonstrable public interest should significant areas of land in Grades 1 or 2 be taken for development.
Para 167 - Bullet 4 - Nationally designated landscapes 
Some adjustment to the wording is required as the draft NPPF weakens the special protection of these areas compared to PPS7.  PPS 7 Sustainable Development in Rural Areas says Nationally designated areas comprising National Parks, the Broads, the New Forest Heritage Area and Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB), have been confirmed by the Government as having the highest status of protection in relation to landscape and scenic beauty. The conservation of the natural beauty of the landscape and countryside should therefore be given great weight in planning policies and development control decisions in these areas.  The important statement highest status has been lost, as has reference to natural beauty and the term conservation has been replaced by protect which is less pro-active.  The wording in PPS 7 should be adopted in the final version of the NPPS.

In addition we suggest that additional phrasing would be useful to ensure that no development is permitted outside the National Park or AONB which would damage their natural beauty, character and special qualities or otherwise prejudice National Park or AONB purposes. Policy ENV3 in Proposed changes to draft RSS for the South West, 2008 included such wording - this would appear to have merit in wider application.
See also our comments under Question 9 Minerals in relation to nationally protected areas. 
Landscape character and local distinctiveness 

Para168 covers Minimising impact on biodiversity and geodiversity only – and an additional paragraph is required to highlight the cultural aspects of the landscape that contribute to identity, local distinctiveness and a sense of place (in line with European Landscape Convention requirements to embed protecting landscape within policy development). The intention of the Natural Environment White Paper is also to introduce a landscape-scale approach and an integrated approach between biodiversity and landscape.
A considerable amount of work has been done in the South West on landscape character and it is important that this work is fully utilised in policy development: Natural England is currently working on a revision of its National Character Area descriptions; many local authorities across the South West have carried out more detailed local authority-level landscape character assessments, associated sensitivity studies, and/or historic landscape character studies; and in some instances work has been carried out at local community/parish level. 
These form a valuable evidence base for the development of policy, and we would like to see the approach recognized and given more encouragement in the final NPPF (to expand on the welcome but very general reference to various types of environmental survey for evidence base in local plan-making in Section 2) to balance the policy coverage here on bio- and geo-diversity.

There are many landscape areas beyond National Parks, AONBs and Heritage Coasts that have valuable and locally distinctive character and features that need to be conserved for the future. In the South West this includes areas previously designated in Structure Plans as Areas of Great Landscape Value (the designation in itself being of some historic interest now as an early example of landscape protection policy). Another example is the Somerset Levels, nationally renowned, but not covered by a national landscape designation.  
The landscape character approach is therefore very valuable as a basis for developing local policies - and we suggest below some potentially useful policy phrasing from the South West which would appear to have national relevance and might be considered for inclusion in the final NPPF - including phrasing covering landscape setting of buildings and settlements.
Some policy phrasing we regarded as particularly helpful included: 
have regard to the landscape … character areas set out (ie national character areas) and aim to conserve and enhance local character; and 

take measures to protect the character of the countryside and environmental features that contribute towards that character, including the minimisation of light pollution. (RPG10)
Similarly from ENV1 of Proposed changes to draft South West RSS (and apparently uncontroversial): 
The quality, character, diversity and local distinctiveness of the natural and historic environment …. will be protected and enhanced … tools such as characterisation and surveys will be used to enhance local sites, features and distinctiveness … including the setting of settlements and buildings within the landscape …

ENV2 required local planning authorities to: 
undertake assessments of local character at a strategic level and in partnership with adjoining authorities … in order to identify priority areas for the maintenance … or restoration of that character … and to provide an appropriate policy framework for each area.

While Policy SD3 gave greater detail in relation to sustainability and environmental limits including: 
ensuring that development respects landscape and ecological thresholds of settlements (bullet 1); … landscape and ecosystems scale planning (bullet 3); planning development to maintain tranquillity (bullet 4); and setting development within the landscape of the historic environment (bullet 5).  

These would appear to all provide potential wording of England-wide relevance, to strengthen the final NPPF, without being over prescriptive. 
This would also assist with strengthening the guidance on design (ref the brief mention of local character and the identity of local surroundings in para 116), and historic heritage (there being widespread concern that non-designated heritage may be vulnerable as draft NPPF is currently worded).
Tranquility and light pollution 

There is welcome reference to tranquility in the later para 173. However tranquility is wider than simply an issue of noise, and needs to be cross-referenced, and potentially included here, under landscape character.

There is welcome reference to light pollution in para 175. Again however, it is an important aspect of landscape character, so that either some cross-reference or reorganisation of the text is required.  
Para 168 and 169 biodiversity

Paragraph 168 includes welcome recognition that planning policies need to take into account the need to plan for biodiversity at a landscape scale.  However this is not followed through in paragraph 169.  The Natural Environment White Paper and earlier Lawton Report Making Space for Nature emphasise how critical it is to retain as much as possible of existing valued habitat. SSSIs which are not European Sites and Local Sites of Importance for biodiversity should therefore be added to the list of sites where there should be a presumption against development: the footnote reference under para 166 is currently unclear.

*****

� NB This document is part of our overall CPRE South West submission which consists of 10 separate documents: a covering note; this and 7 others covering specific questions (each with a summary at the start); and an appendix. It complements the national CPRE response by providing additional perspective and suggestions based on our experience from the South West. Our South West branches and district groups may also make more detailed individual submissions based on the experience of their localities.





� Whilst welcoming the draft policy, we identified that the text undersold the benefits of GI to people (for health, etc) and for encouraging sustainable modes of transport, including walking and cycling.


� Draft NPPF overall also needs to be modified to parallel the marine policy statement’s mention of: the five principles of sustainability - including environmental limits; the need for a precautionary approach (para 2.6.1.5); and the need to consider cumulative impact.
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