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Dear Sirs,

‘A Clear Vision of the South East’ – The South East Plan
Draft for Public Consultation, January 2005

RESPONSE BY THE SOUTH EAST ENGLAND BIODIVERSITY FORUM

The South East England Biodiversity Forum (SEEBF) is a liaison body of governmental and non-governmental organisations and groups involved in nature conservation, which provides a focus for furthering biodiversity in South East England. Our comments on the draft South East Plan are limited to the issues that relate directly to the conservation and management of biodiversity resources, in line with our remit. The views presented in this response are based on general consensus among the SEEBF Executive Group, on behalf of the Forum. However, it important to note that individual organisations may have their own opinions on the draft SE Plan, and that these may not necessarily align with all the views and recommendations presented here. 

SEEBF believes that the South East’s biodiversity, as well as having intrinsic value, is an environmental, social and economic asset and as such is a resource of considerable importance to the Region. Biodiversity is key to our quality of life throughout the region - in urban and rural areas, and in terrestrial and marine environments. As with all assets, investment is essential to ensure that the asset is sustained. Biodiversity assets require, inter alia, investment in the form of:

· Protection and appropriate management of our existing assets that are in good condition;

· Improvement in our wildlife resource through the enhancement and restoration of those habitats and key areas that are in poor condition;

· Increasing our biodiversity assets through re-creation and creation of habitats in key areas to strengthen the ecological infrastructure of the region and thus improve the viability of regionally important species.

We advocate the integration of biodiversity protection and enhancement into the strategic plans and policies of the region. Only in this way can our shared vision of sustainable development be achieved.

We hope you will find the comments in the attached document both constructive and helpful.

Yours faithfully

Mrs Kit Oliver

SEEBF Chair,

on behalf of the South East England Biodiversity Forum

SOUTH EAST ENGLAND BIODIVERSITY FORUM RESPONSE

South East Plan Consultation Draft : Biodiversity issues

General points

Overall, we consider that … 

· … biodiversity policies specified in Section D5 of the draft Plan are broadly well formulated;

· … biodiversity elements of the Implementation Plan (Section F) and Indicators & Monitoring (Section G) are rudimentary and will require substantial elaboration to reach an equivalent standard to other sections of the draft Plan; and

· … while the general approach to Sustainability Appraisal is welcomed, the draft SA Report is deficient in several respects concerning biodiversity.

These particular issues are elaborated in the following comments, which are structured in the order of the package of documents released as ‘Part One Consultation Draft’ on 24 January 2005: the Executive Summary; the Core Document (comprising Sections A, B, C, D & E); the Implementation Plan (Section F); Indicators and Monitoring (Section G); and ERM’s ‘Draft Sustainability Appraisal Report on the Consultation Draft of the SE Plan’ (including annexes A, B, C & D, published on the Assembly’s SE Plan website).

CORE DOCUMENT: SECTION D

· We welcome and strongly support the policies to safeguard existing biodiversity assets and to enhance key regional biodiversity resources through habitat improvement/(re-)creation. If implemented effectively, the net result will be a more robust network of habitats safeguarded and managed sympathetically for wildlife and accessible to people.

· We are concerned at apparent logical flaws in policies that will lead to conflicts and prevent implementation of policies to safeguard biodiversity.

For example, policy NRM4 reflects national policy to protect SSSIs and IRF Objective 13; policies NRM4 and NRM5 both promote the protection of ancient woodland in the region; while policy NRM2 implies that reservoirs will be constructed to guarantee water supply to meet increased demand generated by development. Water resource provision and planning decisions must ensure that the current and future requirements of the environment are considered alongside social and economic factors. In the supporting text to NRM2 (paras 1.33, 1.34; page 119), potential locations for reservoir schemes are mentioned; the construction of reservoirs in these specific sites would result inevitably in the incursion into at least one SSSI and the loss of ancient woodland habitat elsewhere. There also appears to be potential conflict between NRM4 and NRM5; the latter apparently imposing more stringent obligations to protect ancient woodland habitat than does the former. There is thus an apparent – and irreconcilable – conflict between policies NRM2 and NRM4/NRM5, and potential conflict between policies NRM4 and NRM5.

We recommend that these issues should be addressed, and apparent conflicts between policies eliminated.

· We strongly support the ‘Areas of Strategic Opportunity for Biodiversity Improvement’ map but we have serious concerns over the apparent misinterpretation/misrepresentation of the concept.

The ‘Areas of Strategic Opportunities for Biodiversity Improvement’ map was developed by the Biodiversity Forum as a tool to support implementation of the biodiversity policies of the SE Plan. It is reasonably well explained in the draft Plan (para 1.50 et seq; pages 125, 128), although some adjustments to the wording (see below) would probably assist understanding of the approach. However, several members of the Forum have, during recent debates on the Plan, encountered the view that the ‘opportunities map’ (Map NRM3; page 129) is construed as imposing constraints on development, or that ‘Areas of Strategic Opportunity for Biodiversity Improvement’ may be construed as a form of designation. These are inaccurate, and demonstrate both a lack of understanding and serious misrepresentations of the concept. The ‘opportunities map’ shows the primary areas where significant opportunities to improve key habitats of regional significance (BAP habitats important from regional and national perspectives) are predicted. This will be achieved by restoring the existing habitat resource, and creating habitat where it once historically occurred and suitable conditions exist or can be readily re-created.

In contrast, the map of designated sites (Map NRM2; page 127) can legitimately be regarded as placing limits on activities that may be undertaken, since any actions – including alteration of land use or change in intensity of an existing use – should be compatible with maintaining the biodiversity objectives of the designated sites. Clearly, designated sites and ‘opportunity areas’ are not mutually exclusive as opportunities for restoration will occur within those areas which are designated, as reflected in the current PSA target to ensure that 95% of SSSI area is in ‘favourable or unfavourable-recovering condition’ by 2010 (currently, 69% of SSSI area in the region met this objective).

The strategic importance to biodiversity of providing connections between the existing network of designated wildlife sites cannot be over-emphasised. This is especially important in the face of the extent of habitat fragmentation that has occurred in the recent past, concern over the viability of species populations inhabiting small, disconnected habitat patches, and anticipated pressures from climate change on species to shift their range. In many cases opportunities for habitat re-creation will occur in close proximity to designated areas where suitable conditions exist.

The wildlife corridors and improved ecological infrastructure of the region that could be achieved by taking advantage of the broad opportunities for habitat enhancement as outlined in the draft Plan are critical to supporting the biodiversity assets of the region. For example, the development of measures to minimise flood risk in river corridors should be combined as integrated and innovative plans incorporating opportunities to create riverine woodland habitats and biodiversity-rich river corridors. We are aware that further details on the opportunities and more precision on the best areas and the key habitats to achieve enhancement would be useful, especially to inform Sub-regional Strategies (Section E), Local Development Frameworks and other sub-regional strategic management plans. This might most usefully be elaborated as supplementary regional planning guidance; and if this is to be pursued, then the Biodiversity Forum would be well placed to assist the Assembly on this task.

We recommend that …

· The ‘opportunities’ map is explicitly referred to as an outline measure to focus on particular broad zones for biodiversity enhancement, and not to be interpreted as a ‘constraints map’;

· Consideration is given to produce supplementary guidance to provide details of biodiversity enhancement opportunities at a scale that will assist in the development of sub-regional strategies, LDFs and other sub-regional management measures.

Specific comments and recommendations

	Section D5
	

	Conservation and Improvement of Biodiversity (pages 124-130)

	Policy NRM4 (page 130)
	We recommend the following modifications to this policy…

	NRM4 (i)
	Amend as follows (changes in red):

“i   and helping to meet local, regional and national biodiversity targets

	NRM4 (ii)
	Amend as follows (changes in red):

“ii   ensuring that damage to locally important wildlife and geological sites, ancient woodlands, and their settings is avoided wherever possible

	NRM4 (iii)
	Amend as follows (changes in red):

“iii   ensuring that unavoidable damage to wildlife interest is minimised through mitigation, and residual losses following mitigation are fully compensated for through habitat enhancement/(re-)creation elsewhere in the region, following appropriate guidance for mitigation and compensation. and that Such measures must be are monitored and the results of monitoring reported periodically”

	NRM4 (iv)
	Amend as follows (changes in red):

“iv   identifying areas of opportunity for biodiversity improvement (Table 1) targets reflecting those in figure NRM2 and pursuing opportunities for biodiversity improvement, in particular including large-scale habitat restoration, enhancement and re-creation in the areas of strategic opportunity for biodiversity improvement (Map NRM3)

	Policy NRM4 Supporting paragraphs (paras1.50-1.54; pages 125, 128)
	We recommend that the order of the supporting paragraphs to NRM4 is modified with the effect that the ASOBI map (Map NRM3, p. 129) is clearly identified as a tool to assist in meeting the objective of biodiversity enhancement. Some adjustments to the wording are also required for clarification.



	Para 1.51
	Replace with para 1.54, amended as follows (adjustment in red):

“1.51 Planning has an important and positive role to play in the effective protection and enhancement of the region's biodiversity, and helping natural systems to adapt to climate change impacts. Local authorities, government agencies and other organisations should work together to deliver biodiversity targets by:

i identifying areas of opportunity for biodiversity improvement that meet regional and local needs in Local Development Documents and other strategies affecting land-use and management including Shoreline Management Plans, Catchment Flood Management Plans, the Regional Forestry Framework, and Community Strategies
ii putting in place long-term management and monitoring policies and procedures
iii ensuring that opportunities for biodiversity improvement are sought and realised as part of development schemes (including regeneration and development of previously developed land), and that, where possible, these contribute to the creation and enhancement of green corridors and networks

iv pursuing joint projects on areas that cross administrative boundaries, particularly where this enables a more strategic approach to the restoration of large areas of habitat or the reconnection of fragmented sites or habitats

v identifying and securing measures to help implement biodiversity improvement including, for example, developer contributions and the appropriate targeting of agri-environment schemes.



	Para 1.52
	Replace with original para 1.51, amended as follows (adjustment in red):

“1.52 In carrying out the above, Local Planning Authorities and others should have regard to Map NRM3, which identifies areas of strategic opportunity for biodiversity improvement. These broad, indicative areas where the potential for significant opportunities exist for to deliver national and regional biodiversity targets to be delivered through the restoration, recreation and enhancement of wildlife habitats. The identification of these areas was informed by assessments of existing habitats, the nature and location of designated sites (including international sites, SSSIs, county wildlife sites), the underlying geology, and topography.



	Para 1.53
	Replace with original para 1.52, with the additional sentence as follows (adjustment in red):

“1.53 These areas do not represent the only areas in the region where habitat enhancement will be feasible, and should not preclude habitat enhancement and creation elsewhere where this would meet local targets and needs, such as greenspace in urban localities. However, they do identify where large-scale strategic opportunities exist to help deliver regional and national targets and wildlife enhancement on a landscape scale.”


	Para 1.54
	Replace with original para 1.53, amended as follows (adjustment in red):

“1.54 The areas of strategic opportunity for biodiversity improvement depicted in Map NRM3 are based on key habitat types, but within each area the distribution and nature of existing habitats and designated sites (including those of local importance) must be taken into account. The areas of strategic opportunity for biodiversity improvement are:

i Lowland heath and acid grassland, where there are major opportunities for restoration and recreation of habitats on sand and gravel substrates, including lowland heath, acid grassland, acid woodland and bog.
ii Chalk downs, where there are opportunities to restore, recreate and manage chalk grassland, chalk woodland and species-rich scrub.
iii Woodland zones, where there are concentrations of important woodland habitats, which could be restored, enhanced and reconnected, and where other key habitats, including grassland, wetland and heath could be restored and recreated as part of the matrix of habitats.

iv Wetlands (including coastal and floodplain grazing marsh, reedbeds, inter-tidal mudflats and saltmarsh), where wet grassland, reedbed, fen, open water and wet woodland habitats could be restored and recreated, and including areas where coastal realignment could be considered in order to recreate intertidal habitats.”



	Figure NRM2 (pages 125-126)
	This is a valuable guide to regional biodiversity targets over the period covered by the South East Plan. However, it is clear that there are some deficiencies. For example, Berkshire targets are not included in the table (as acknowledged in footnote 2, page 126). Some details require amendment (for example, in the row covering ‘Calcareous grassland’ (page 125), the final column requires should be modified to add Cranborne Chase AONB, and to remove mention of ‘Coastal and Floodplain Grazing Marsh’ after Isle of Wight). In addition, the targets (and in particular those for 2026) should be subject to early revision in the light of improved regional biodiversity information. In this context, recent work by the Forestry Commission indicates that targets for ancient woodland, etc (second row, page 126) for both 2010 and 2026 are too low, and ought to be increased to 30,350 ha and 111,300 ha, respectively.
SEEBF will be pleased to assist the Assembly in the review of the targets and to complete the dataset, and to update and verify the Table. It is quite likely that relevant data will become available during the process to adopt the South East Plan.



	Map NRM2 (page 127)
	The scale of this map and the level of detail it attempts to depict are incompatible, and consequently the result is difficult to interpret. The object is to provide a simple regional map of the distribution of sites designated for their biodiversity importance at national (SSSI), European (SPAs/SACs) and wider international (Ramsar sites) levels. Since SSSI designation underpins the wider international importance (except in marine areas), and since all internationally important sites are automatically of national importance, we recommend simplification to depict two categories of sites – those of national importance to biodiversity (SSSIs), and those of national/international importance (SPAs, SACs, Ramsar sites). In the event that more precise details of designated sites are required, these can be obtained readily from appropriate statutory agencies.

It also appears that there are some errors in the map, for example the Thames Basin Heaths SPA is not identified as a designated site of international importance, and some SSSIs appear not to be marked accurately. We recommend that the accuracy of the Map NRM2 is checked carefully.


IMPLEMENTATION PLAN : SECTION F

We strongly support the inclusion of the Implementation Plan as an essential component of the Regional Spatial Strategy.

We accept that the Implementation Plan is incomplete at this stage, and we suggest that SEEBF is specifically identified as a contributing partner to the implementation of the South East Plan. We would envisage, inter alia, continuing to contribute to improving the collection and interpretation of biodiversity data to monitor the extent and condition of key BAP habitats, and assisting in updating information for regional biodiversity targets.

DRAFT SE PLAN INDICATORS AND MONITORING : SECTION G

We have a clear impression that this element of the SE Plan has been developed in outline only and will require substantial additional work to complete to an adequate standard. However, we offer the following comments on the current draft:

· We welcome the clear link (Section G, para 1.1; page 2) between monitoring data used to evaluate performance in relation to objectives and to inform adjustments to policies and implementation measures through review processes.

· We welcome the clear link to biodiversity objectives as expressed in the IRF (Table G1; pages 6-7).

· We are concerned that ‘Extent and condition of habitats’ is not considered to be a headline indicator, since this – along with bird populations and SSSI condition assessments – would provide a clearer and more accurate picture of the status of key biodiversity assets in the region.

· We are concerned that the last ‘Suggested Indicator’ listed under the topic ‘Biodiversity – Protecting and enhancing wildlife; Woodlands’ (Table G1; page 7) lacks clarity and requires further development and explanation. This indicator could, if developed appropriately, help to inform the effectiveness of the ‘biodiversity enhancement’ element of policy NRM4. However, as currently expressed it appears to be confused and overlaps with some elements of Suggested Indicators already listed in Table G1. The Biodiversity Forum would welcome the opportunity to assist the Regional Assembly to elaborate this potential indicator.

DRAFT SUSTAINABILITY APPRAISAL REPORT ON THE DRAFT SE PLAN

· We are concerned over apparent flaws and inadequacies in the Sustainability Appraisal.

We broadly support the approach and the methodology adopted to assess the sustainability of the SE Plan. However, we do have a number of concerns on the draft Sustainability Appraisal Report, including …

· Elements of the Sustainability Appraisal, as expressed in the draft Report, fail properly to reflect the availability of biodiversity data. Table 3.1 (draft SA Report, page 23) specifies “No data” in the ‘Data/trend’ column for the row titled ‘Extent and condition of key habitats for which BAPs have been established’. This is wrong. Data do exist on the extent of BAP habitats. The data are patchy and deficient for some habitats; and data on habitat condition (outside SSSIs) are deficient. But it is misleading to suggest that data do not exist. We recommend that the consultants should extend their search more widely, and consult with the stakeholders in the biodiversity sector (including the Biodiversity Forum) to access relevant information.

· The process remains incomplete, not only in terms of the assessments that have been attempted but failed due to the lack of readily available data, but important sustainability tests appear not to have been attempted as part of the work undertaken so far. SEEBF considers that the Appraisal does not currently meet the requirements of the Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) Directive (EC Directive 2001/42/EC).  For example, there has been no appraisal of the impact of the SE Plan options and policies on the Natura 2000 network of sites. This is a regionally strategic network of critical importance to biodiversity conservation and the direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts of the spatial options and policy framework all need to be fully assessed. 
SEEBF membership comprises representatives/biodiversity specialists from the following organisations (as at 1.4.2005)
Association of Local Government Ecologists (ALGE); Babtie, Berkshire, Buckinghamshire & Oxfordshire Wildlife Trust; Brighton & Hove Unitary Authority; BTCV; DEFRA; East Sussex County Council; English Nature; Environment Agency; Farming and Rural Industries Group; Forestry Commission; GOSE; Hampshire County Council; Hampshire & Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust; Isle of Wight Unitary Authority; Kent County Council; Kent Wildlife Trust; National Trust; Oxfordshire County Council; RSPB; RSWT; SEEDA; SEERA; South East Biodiversity Action Plan Officers’ Group; South East Biological Records Centres; Southampton Unitary Authority; Sussex Wildlife Trust; Surrey County Council; Surrey Wildlife Trust; West Berkshire Unitary Authority; West Sussex County Council; Wildlife Trusts in the South East; Woodland Trust.

SEEBF April 2005                                 Response to draft South East Plan                                   page 6 of 8

