
 
 

 
South Downs Local Plan: Preferred Options 

Comments of the South Downs Society 

The South Downs Society is the national park society for the South Downs National Park. It 
has nearly 2,000 members and its focus is campaigning for the conservation and 
enhancement of the special qualities of the national park and its quiet enjoyment. 

The Society is on record as welcoming the inclusive approach adopted by the Park Authority 
to the preparation of the plan and has sought to engage constructively during the process. It 
aims to continue to contribute to the development of the plan and to its implementation. 

We welcome the structure adopted for the plan and its emphasis on national park purposes 
and duty and, although the draft document is a wordy and lengthy one, we have found it 
navigable. It is reassuring to see that previous work to which stakeholders like ourselves 
have contributed – including that on special qualities, the partnership management plan 
and the South Downs Integrated Landscape Character Assessment – has been incorporated 
into the plan making process.  

Overall we have found the draft plan to be comprehensive, well thought through and 
appropriate in its structure and content to the particular circumstances of the national park. 
We note that the wording of the draft policies is essentially positive, in line with the intent 
behind the National Planning Policy Framework, albeit necessarily conditioned by the 
requirements of the park’s statutory purposes and duty. 

In our comments below we have indicated in Bold our general support or otherwise for 
each policy and italicised any call for policy amendment. We hope this will be helpful. 

 

Introduction, Spatial Portrait, Vision and Objectives 

Supported. The map at fig 1.5 is labelled “Administrative boundaries”. Other than the 
national park the only boundaries depicted are those of the LEPs: the local authority 
boundaries are at least as significant.  The background colouring used for figures 1.1 
(purposes and duty), 3.1 (vision) and 3.2 (national park objectives) is the same as that used 
in the document for policies – it would be worth avoiding that in any later version of the 
plan. 

 

Core Policies 

Core Policies SD1: Sustainable development; SD2: Ecosystems services; SD3: Major 
development:  All supported. 



 
 

 
What appears to be significantly absent from the document, however, is a set of clear 
policies aimed at achieving the park’s statutory purposes, other than through the 
mechanism of responding to planning applications of which the primary aim will not 
necessarily be the achievement of those purposes. The policies in the draft plan will make 
important contributions to achieving national park purposes by dint of control and 
monitoring, but there should be clear and positive encouragement to those seeking through 
their efforts nothing more than to help to conserve and enhance its special qualities. If an 
organisation like ours should wish to establish areas of woodland, manage invasive scrub or 
create new habitats, even if planning permission is not required, there should be a clear 
statement in the plan that such activity is to be supported. Such encouragement may feature 
already in the Partnership Management Plan but it does involve land use policy and should 
be encouraged with clear statements of intent. Otherwise the plan is nothing more than a 
reactive device.  

Core Policies SD4: Coastal plain; Dip slope; Western Downs; Scarp slope; Western Weald: All 
supported. 

 

Strategic Policies 

Strategic Policies SD5 to 17: Thriving, Living Landscape: All supported. We note and 
welcome in particular the inclusion of policies on areas like tranquillity, dark skies and flood 
risk alongside more familiar subjects such as landscape, design, historic environment 
(including cultural heritage) and biodiversity.  

What appears to be absent from the draft plan is an emphasis on the importance of 
protecting land in agricultural use for reasons of food security and managing/reducing food 
miles. Landscape is valued for its visual qualities as a background to our activities but its 
retention in agricultural use has other significance and should be highlighted in the plan as a 
possible reason for refusing or conditioning development. 

We note that a number of the draft policies make reference to development proposals that 
would have an “unacceptable adverse impact”. We see no reason to qualify “adverse 
impact” in this way. The aim of the plan should be to conserve and enhance the special 
qualities of the park and to include provisions for a degree of adverse impact is quite 
inappropriate and likely to engender unnecessary argument about the acceptability of 
various levels of damage. The same wording is adopted in other policies in the draft plan and 
should be amended. 

Strategic Policy SD18: Transport: Supported. We welcome paras 6.17 to 19 in particular 
which recognise the importance of certain rural roads and the role of the planning authority 
– as distinct from the four highway authorities – in protecting their special qualities. This 
was an issue on which we commented at the options generation stage of the plan 



 
 

 
preparation and it is encouraging that the plan appears to be tackling this issue. The term 
“historic rural roads” needs to be interpreted widely (and explained in the Glossary?) to 
avoid the policy only kicking in on a small number of selected roads, and this well 
intentioned policy will need to be sufficiently robustly worded to pick up the implications of 
both small and large developments. Similar considerations may also apply with regard to 
certain historic lanes and rights of way in the towns and villages and it would be helpful to 
see this recognised here in the supporting statement and the wording of the policy itself – 
the conservation of the Lewes twittens and the need to conserve against new openings in 
their high flint walls in the face of backland development being a prominent example. 

We welcome the reference to “Roads in the South Downs”: the Society supports the use of 
the document as guidance and will be urging the highway authorities to help to implement 
its approach. 

We support the wording of SD18 but note that its aim of “requiring development proposals 
….to be located near existing centres and supportive infrastructure” will surely be 
challenged by brownfield sites in rural areas, like Syngenta and the Shoreham cement 
works. 

Strategic Policy SD19: Walking, cycling, equestrian: Supported in part. The wording of point 
1 should refer to the possibility, where justified by demand, of improving the bridleway 
network to avoid road traffic and the possibility of upgrading some footpaths to bridleways 
where there is evidence of historic use. Also, there appears to be no specific reference to 
improving provision for those using wheelchairs or all terrain scooters. 

Strategic Policy SD20: Tourism: Supported. We trust that the wording of point 1 (a) iii) will 
include the capacity to challenge any proposed equestrian activity if it seems likely to result 
in excessive and unacceptable use of the nearby network of bridleways. We welcome the 
provisions of point 2 in requiring a robust marketing exercise before possible 
redevelopment of visitor accommodation to residential use. 

Strategic Policy SD21: Recreation: Supported. At point 2d), rather than “not undermining …. 
town or village centres”, would it not be more appropriate to require applicants to 
demonstrate a benefit to the local economy? Also, point 4: we assume that this provision 
will enable the planning authority to take a view on a case by case basis of proposed 
shooting activity and its potential impact on local residents and businesses and those 
seeking quiet enjoyment. 

Strategic Policy SD22: Development strategy: Supported in part. We support the 
requirement in point 4 for farms and estates to prepare “whole farm plans” or similar as a 
framework for specific diversification proposals. At point 6 the reference in the policy (and in 
the supporting statement) to “encouraging” the use of previously developed land is weaker 
than we would wish to see. We acknowledge that this may result from the watering down in 



 
 

 
national policy of the previous strong commitment to prioritising the use of brownfield sites 
but we would urge the NPA to be more robust. At the same time we acknowledge that some 
brownfield sites in open country may be unsuitable for redevelopment. Also, while it is 
implicit in various parts of the plan that the loss of agricultural land to development is to be 
avoided where possible, we would wish to see a clearer wording and policy to this effect: 
with a view to increased food security and reduced food miles we would urge that priority 
be afforded to conserving and enhancing land in agricultural use. 

Strategic Policy SD23: Housing: Supported in part. The Society welcomes the general 
approach adopted to the provision of housing, and particularly affordable housing, in the 
national park and recognises the evidence base and the role of the SHLAA in setting out 
appropriate local targets.  

However, we note that the inspector for the Lewes/South Downs Joint Core Strategy, while 
accepting that the demonstrated housing need could not be fully met in the plan period 
because of various constraints, nevertheless proposed an additional 1,000 new houses over 
and above those put forward, with the bulk of this extra housing to be found in Lewes town. 
Whether the use of the Old Malling Farm site in particular will be considered appropriate 
will no doubt be determined following a hearing in December. Meanwhile, the Society, 
having submitted its formal objection to the use of Old Malling Farm, objects to the housing 
figures for Lewes contained in SD23. With or without this site the “evidenced” need will not 
be met during the plan period: if additional housing cannot be accommodated without an 
unacceptable environmental impact on the landscape of the national park, then the primary 
purpose of park designation would indicate that the housing target for Lewes contained in 
the plan is inappropriate.  

Similar remarks apply to the housing targets elsewhere across the park. Identification of the 
“objectively assessed need” for housing in the park, informed by the SHMA, must be 
considered against its landscape and environmental capacity, with the latter – in line with 
legislation covering national parks – carrying the greater weight. In other words, and 
notwithstanding the “duty to co-operate”, the constraints inherent in the park’s designation 
may legitimately prevent the achievement of the housing targets set out in the plan. 

We have great concerns about the implications of point 4. The policies which deal with 
minor site allocations later in the plan do at least, by identifying site boundaries, allow for 
interested parties to comment on their suitability. Point 4 of SD23, however, suggests 
possible achievable housing targets for some smaller settlements but does not identify 
where the sites may be. This appears to be an invitation to potential developers to submit 
random applications, backed by the knowledge that the NPA has already given an amber 
light to development. If the work of the NPA to date has been unable to identify appropriate 
sites then, in the light of the park’s overriding purpose there should not be any assumption 



 
 

 
that an approval will be secured somewhere in the vicinity. As the NPA is not bound by any 
specific housing target, it should not put its statutory purpose at such risk. 

Strategic Policy SD24: Affordable housing: Supported. Although well intentioned and 
supported on planning grounds, the Society questions the ability of housing providers to 
guarantee local connection criteria on a long term basis in the light of mooted “right to buy” 
legislation. 

Strategic Policies SD25: Rural exception sites and SD26: Travellers: Supported. To meet the 
stated intention that proposals relating to travellers’ sites should not “have an unacceptable 
adverse impact on the special qualities of the national park”, the possibility of utilising 
brownfield sites should be considered. 

Strategic Policies SD27: Rural Economy and SD28: Employment land: Supported in part. We 
welcome the commitment to small businesses, home working and superfast broadband. We 
acknowledge the key roles played in the rural economy of the park, as identified in the plan, 
by tourism, forestry and food and drink. However there does not seem to be any 
recognition of the important roles played by other economic enterprises, especially in the 
larger settlements like Lewes. At the time of national park designation one of the objections 
raised to the inclusion of Lewes within the park was the prospect of its mixed economy 
gradually being replaced by an economy of tea shops and outlets for walking gear through a 
misguided belief that only these businesses would contribute to national park purposes: the 
policy as drafted would confirm such fears. Useful services are delivered to the local 
community by small enterprises offering car repairs and re-spraying, pattern making, joinery, 
recycling, tyre and exhaust fitting and car valeting, to name but a few, and they are the 
source of local employment for those not necessarily located in the “smart economy”. In 
finalising the plan it is important to reflect the statutory duty to have regard to the economic 
and social wellbeing of the local communities: Policy SD27 as drafted fails in this respect. 

Strategic Policies SD29: Town and village centres: Supported. Under 2c) the appropriate 
uses should include services provided for the local rural community such as wholesalers, 
banks, building societies, surgeries and community facilities. 

Strategic Policy SD30: Strategic infrastructure: Supported.  

Strategic Policy SD31: Climate change and sustainable construction: Supported in part. The 
positive words in the supporting statement about meeting high environmental standards in 
construction, and specifically BREEAM, are disappointingly not carried through into the draft 
policy which merely encourages, rather than requires, high standards other than for “major 
non-residential development”. The explanation offered for this is understandable up to a 
point, highlighting the need for possible exceptions, but the policy should nevertheless be 
worded as a requirement for a high BREEAM standard unless an exception can be 



 
 

 
individually justified. There should also be a stronger encouragement to the incorporation of 
renewable energy measures in new developments. 

 

 

Strategic Sites 

Strategic Site Policy SD32: Shoreham cement works: Supported. The draft policy is in line 
with comments submitted by the Society in February to the Park Authority and to the parish 
council during the plan preparation process. 

Strategic Site Policy SD33: Syngenta, Fernhurst: Supported. The draft policy is broadly in line 
with comments submitted by the Society in response to a pre-application consultation for 
“Fernhurst Park” in March 2015, though we would question the desirability of a hotel in this 
location. 

Strategic Site Policy SD34: North Street and Eastgate, Lewes: Supported in part. The draft 
policy is broadly in line with the comments submitted by the Society in April 2015 on a 
major planning application by developers, Santon, and Lewes District Council. However, as 
with the planning application, so with draft Policy SD34. There is insufficient recognition 
that much of the current and recent land use at North Street falls within Use Class B2, 
General Industrial – not commonly regarded as compatible with residential use, and absent  
from the site in current proposals. The existing industrial space, because of its state and low cost 
nature, is acting as an enterprise centre for start-up industries of all kinds.  The town of Lewes is 
deficient in premises for new industry, some of which will succeed and some fail.  While we 
recognise that planning permission has recently been given for a mix of B1, B2 and B8 use on the 
opposite side of the river in Lewes and is in the process of being implemented, this potential 
reduction of B2 provision acting as industrial start-up space is not addressed in draft Policy SD34. 
(See also comments on draft Policy SD27 above.) 

 

Site Allocations 

Policy SD-SS03: Old Malling Farm, Lewes: Not supported. Previously rejected in the NPA’s own 
SHLAA owing to the landscape and visual impact, development of this site would be in conflict with 
national park purposes. The Society has submitted an objection to the modification to the Lewes 
Joint Core Strategy currently being considered as part of the ongoing Examination in Public. The 
objection is based on loss of quality agricultural land and the potential impact on landscape quality, 
views across and into the site, tranquillity and dark night skies, archaeology and the vital green 
finger of land reaching into the heart of the town. (See also comments on draft Policy SD23 above.) 

Policies SD-WW03 to SD-DS02: Supported with some exceptions. The Society recognises the need to 
identify appropriate, small scale allocations associated with settlements in the national park,  that 
“windfall sites”, often on recycled land, will accommodate further housing and that further sites may 



 
 

 
come forward from the emerging neighbourhood plans. The Society urges that all possible 
consideration be given to finding sites for necessary affordable housing outside the park boundaries, 
or, where insufficient suitable sites can be identified outside the park, that brownfield sites be 
prioritised. We have the following comments on specific sites: 

Policy SD-WW03: New Road, Midhurst: This is a rather cramped site with poor visibility to the south 
along New Road. Five dwellings would seem excessive and we would suggest no more than three. 

Policy SD-WW04: Petersfield Road, Midhurst. This is a large elevated site with mature landscaping 
within a low density suburban location. Retention of sound trees and of green landscape is essential, 
and careful consideration needs to be given to the housing layout. 
 

SD-WW05: Lamberts Lane, Midhurst. This is a brownfield site suitable for two storey residential 
development. Being adjacent to the Midhurst conservation area and to open land, design and layout 
must reflect the vernacular character of the area. The recent enlargement of the site of Midhurst 
Rother College resulted in the closure of the permissive footpath leading from Lamberts Lane past 
Whiphill Farmhouse to the open land at Whiphill where it linked with the permissive footpaths on 
the Cowdray estate to June Lane. Although the new Rother Valley Walk has provided a new but less 
direct permissive path to Woolbeding, a more direct route from the town centre to the permissive 
path network could be provided through this development site to replace the footpath which was 
lost. 
 

Policy SD-WW11: Brookland Way, Coldwaltham: Not supported. The site, in agricultural use, abuts 
the Waltham Brooks SSSI and is close to an SPA and a Ramsar site which are low lying. Development 
would impact on landscape quality and threaten biodiversity in this part of the national park. 

SD-WW01: Cowdray Road, Easebourne. This site is well located to provide for a housing 
development, with good access and opportunities for a landscape boundary to the conservation 
area to the east. 

Policy SD-DS03: Hoe Court, Lancing: Not supported.  Development of this site would occupy 
agricultural land and encroach on open countryside at the edge of the national park. We note that 
the site was effectively discounted in the NPA SHLAA because of the visual impact: we see no reason 
to disagree with this. 

 

Development Management Policies  

The Society believes that the policies are generally comprehensive, well written and researched, and 
are backed by appropriate evidence, in line with NPPF and other relevant guidance. They should 
provide a good basis for the day to day assessment of planning applications and give applicants/ 
neighbours/stakeholders a clear idea of what will, and will not, be permitted.  

We welcome the wording at para 10.2 on the importance of appropriate enforcement. While we 
recognise that the way in which this is carried out is not directly a matter of planning policy, it 
nevertheless constitutes one of the key tools in the planning toolbox and, without robust and visible 



 
 

 
enforcement, those – like this Society – with the best interests of the national park at heart will have 
difficulty believing in the deliverability of the plan. 

We have a number of caveats on the draft policies. 

Policy SD35: Open space: Supported.   Supporting text needs to clarify whether the planning policy 
to protect “open space” embraces not only publicly accessible land such as parks and gardens, but 
also private facilities such as school playing fields and sports clubs. The latter are equally important 
to national park purposes in terms of shaping the form, character, and appearance of settlements 
and their place in the wider landscape. 

Policy SD36: Local green spaces: It is not clear whether this policy is the means by which the local 
plan will identify, and show on a proposals map, the land which will be subject to SD35. The 
approach of seeking local views on important local green spaces is supported and should be 
advertised. 

Policy SD37: Trees and woodlands: Supported. 

Policy SD38: Energy performance and historic buildings:  Supported.  However, we suggest the 
addition of the word “historic” before “fabric” in part (c). Development proposals may be a chance to 
remove or replace unsympathetic more recent additions/alterations to historic buildings. 

Policy SD39: Conservation areas: Supported. We suggest the addition of “skylines” to (j) as the 
impact of development on them can be a key factor in settlements on hills and ridges, such as 
Lewes. 

Policy SD40: Enabling development: Supported.  We suggest adding “demonstrably” before 
“represent” to emphasise that the onus is on the applicant to show that all other options have been 
exhausted and that a measure of enabling development is the only realistic option to secure the 
future of a heritage asset. 

Policy SD41: Archaeology: Supported. 

Policy SD42: Sustainable drainage: Supported. The supporting text should emphasise the need to 
integrate sustainable drainage proposals with other planning objectives, such as provision of open 
space, amenity areas and new/replacement habitats. We note there is a body of opinion that SuDS 
may not always be effective in all circumstances so it will be important as stated in the text (para 
10.62) that “decisions …. will be made …. in consultation with the appropriate …. flood authority.) 

Policy SD43: Public realm and highway design: Supported. (See also comments on SD18 above.) 

Policy SD44: Car and cycle parking: Supported. We suggest the addition of 1d) “the car park site can 
be linked to other parts of the settlement by attractive walking routes, to allow easy onward journeys 
on foot.” 

Policy SD45: Replacement dwellings and extensions:  It is not clear how the “30% increase” threshold 
for extended or replacement dwellings has been established. Absolute thresholds may be an 
inflexible development management tool and can be weakened by appeal decisions, as opposed to 



 
 

 
guidelines beyond which higher levels have to be individually justified in the circumstances of each 
case. 

Policies SD46: Agriculture and forestry and SD47: Farm diversification: Supported in part.  Previous 
national planning policy on agricultural development incorporated a test for financial viability aimed 
at ensuring that the proposal was indeed intended to form part of a functioning farm unit. It would 
be very advantageous if that could be reinstated, so after the functional test at SD46 1a) we would 
suggest the addition of a new 1b) as follows: “the development meets a financial test that it 
contributes to the viability of the business overall”. Similarly at SD47 bullet 3 we suggest the addition 
of the words “farm or estate diversification plans should be supported by appropriate financial 
information”. Also, SD47 point 2: this is a key policy in terms of the potential impact of large scale 
new barns in the countryside. Attention to appropriate scale and design are vital but so also will be 
the siting and traffic implications (see also our comments on historic rural roads at SD18 above.) 

Policy SD48: Agricultural and forestry workers’ dwellings: Supported in part.  After 1b) we suggest 
an additional 1c) as follows, “the business on the holding is or will be financially viable in an 
appropriate period.”  Also, at 1d), it is not clear how the floorspace cap of 120 sq metres has been 
established and whether a “one size fits all” approach can be justified across the national park. 
Again, a more flexible approach (see SD45 above) might be better.  After bullet 2e) add a new 2f) as 
follows, “at the end of any temporary permission it must be demonstrated that the financial viability 
is proven”. 

Policy SD49: Redundant agricultural buildings: Supported.  It would be helpful to have clarification at 
point 2a) of the meaning of “optimal viable use”. 

Policy SD50: Equestrian uses: Supported. However, despite the reference to “intensity”, the draft 
policy seems to underplay the importance of grazing density in terms of the number of horses which 
will be grazed on the planning unit. Overgrazed, churned fields can be very intrusive in the landscape 
and it is important to balance the proposed number of horses with the size of the field(s) available 
for grazing. 

Policy SD51: Shops outside centres: Supported. However, the reference to farm shops (SD51- 3a) 
selling goods which are “40% local, 40% regional and 20% elsewhere”, while useful as a guideline, 
appears inflexible and, in practice, may be unenforceable. 

Policy SD52: Shop fronts: Supported. The policy could usefully be supplemented by design guidance. 
Although listed buildings will be protected, the policy does not express a preference for retention of 
traditional shopfronts wherever practicable, with loss of them requiring special justification. It should 
do so. 

Policy SD53: Community Infrastructure: This policy does not provide clear guidance on community 
facilities (such as primary schools, village halls and sports/play facilities) which may sometimes need 
to be sited beyond the identified built confines of villages (the “village envelope”) in locations where 
development is usually very strictly controlled. As long as they serve the adjacent village, and 
development is justified by the lack of suitable sites within the built confines, the policy should 
provide the flexibility necessary to allow such development in appropriate circumstances. 



 
 

 
Policies SD54: Supporting infrastructure for new development and SD55: Advertisements and 
signage: Supported. 

Policy SD56: Renewable energy: We are surprised that this policy does not include active promotion 
of “community renewables”, where schemes aim to generate and consume energy locally, with a 
measure of local community ownership. The wording at point 1a) could be simplified by referring to 
the special qualities of the national park. Also, the use of the same coloured background for the 
examples of renewable energy schemes after para 10.219 as for the draft policies is unhelpful. (See 
also our comments on figures 1.1, 3.1 and 3.2 above.) 

Policy SD57: Telecommunications and utilities: Supported. 

Policy SD58: Air quality:  Supported.  We suggest adding “demolition” in part 3d) as a source of dust 
pollution which needs to be controlled. 

Policy SD59: Contaminated land: Supported. 

In addition to the above we would suggest for consideration a further “catch all” development 
management policy covering the “design, form and setting of new development”, bringing together 
all the essential elements that need to be considered to ensure that new development of all types is 
successfully integrated into its surroundings. We understand that such a policy is found helpful 
elsewhere, being used in respect of minor and householder applications, as well as strategic 
proposals. 

Typically, such a policy might cover matters such as scale, height, massing, rhythm, alignments, site 
coverage, urban “grain”, density, layout, plot width, “legibility” and permeability, materials, servicing 
and impact on amenities such as noise pollution, privacy, outlook and natural daylight. While draft 
Policies SD5 and SD6 cover much of the same ground, we contend that they are not quite so 
comprehensive. 


