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24th October 2008

Dear Sir,

SOUTH EAST ENGLAND BIODIVERSITY FORUM – SHORT RESPONSE
The South East England Biodiversity Forum (SEEBF) is a partnership of governmental and non-governmental organisations providing a focus for furthering biodiversity in South East England.  Our comments on the proposed changes to the South East Regional Spatial Strategy, in line with our remit, concern only issues relating to the conservation and management of biodiversity resources. This response has been informed, and is broadly supported by the organisations listed below. Individual organisations may take their own corporate view and may also be responding separately to this consultation. 

Specific Polices and changes

SEEBF has formed responses to specific changes and policies. These comments and recommendations are contained in the accompanying document. This letter sets out an overview of the impact of these changes. 

SEEBF welcomes many of the changes to the Plan especially where they strengthen the protection and support for biodiversity and designated sites. The policy (CC8) on Green Infrastructure for example is broadly welcomed. 
However, taken as a whole and including the Proposed Changes, the Plan is unacceptable. For example the recognition that ‘it was not possible to conclude that there would be no adverse effect on site [SAC and SPA] integrity due to urbanisation and ‘in combination’’ effects’ (Policy NRM4 chapter 9) is not satisfactory and in our view renders the Plan unsound. SEEBF recommends that additional changes are made to the plan to ensure that designated sites are not adversely affected by the implementation of the plan and to secure a quality environment in the South East. These recommendations are detailed in the accompanying document. 

Overview

SEEBF considers that when taken as a whole the plan is unsound. As currently presented, the implementation of the development identified in the plan will make it impossible to implement the policies that aim to protect and enhance biodiversity. This view is clearly supported by the Sustainability Appraisal, which concludes that “the SE Plan would lead to significant environmental costs, to the point of potentially approaching environmental limits. Inter alia, these costs include:
· Biodiversity, as exemplified by problems in ensuring that the integrity of sites of international nature conservation importance is not significantly affected”
Furthermore the Plan itself, including the Proposed Changes, explicitly states (Chapter 9, 22) that the Habitats Regulations Assessment (HRA) identified a number of sites of international importance for nature conservation where it was not possible to conclude that there would be no adverse effect on site integrity due to urbanisation and “in combination” effects. In our view it is entirely unacceptable to finalise the Plan on this basis – rather, changes must be made to the Plan such that it is possible to conclude that there will be no such adverse effects. 

Specific concerns within the document are as follows: 

1. Poor identification of the required links between policy and implementation: 

The proposed changes do not make clear links between the policies and the implementation of the policies, failing to place responsibility for policies with specific organisations or authorities. Without clear links policies supporting biodiversity are likely to be sidelined in favour of delivering development targets.   

2. A lack of the use of environmental limits as a guide to policy changes: 

 The Sustainability Appraisal recommends that environmental limits are used to guide the future iterations of the plan. SEEBF recommends that, where data are presently available, environmental limits should guide the present set of changes to the plan. As an example, if environmental limits are not recognised, the impact of urbanisation and recreation and housing growth on water quality and availability in the SE will have adverse effects on European sites (SAC, SPA and Ramsar sites). 

3. The extended minimal housing targets: 
With the exception of air quality, the additional housing numbers proposed will exacerbate the scale of all identified impacts, leading to difficulties and further uncertainties in the effectiveness of the proposed mitigation. Unless further mitigation measures and/or reviews of housing numbers are adopted in the final RSS, SEEBF cannot support a conclusion of no adverse effects. 
Furthermore, it is “proposed that Policy H1 numbers are treated as a minimum that needs to be the subject of a review in discussion with the Regional Planning Body”.  If the housing targets stated in the plan increases from this ‘minimum’ a further sustainability appraisal and habitat regulation assessment would be required.

We hope you will find these comments helpful. Please do not hesitate to contact us should you wish for any further clarification.  

Yours faithfully

Dr. T. Bines

Chairman  
On behalf of the South East England Biodiversity Forum

Members of the South East England Biodiversity Forum that are broadly supportive of this response: Berkshire Nature Conservation Forum, Berkshire Buckinghamshire and Oxfordshire Wildlife Trust, Brighton and Hove Unitary Authority, Environment Agency, Forestry Commission, Hampshire and Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust, Kent Wildlife Trust , National Trust, Natural England, RSPB, South East Biodiversity Action Plan Officers’ Group,, South East Biological Records Centres, Surrey Wildlife Trust, Sussex Wildlife Trust, Wildlife Trusts in the SE, Woodland Trust 

