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Hello.

My name is Chris Blunkell.  I live in Faversham Road, Seasalter – just outside Whitstable – with my wife Claire and my 11 year old son Lewis.  I’m a public relations professional by trade, and I do a lot of work with central government and occasionally with local government - but that is not why I’m here.  

I’m here because since July 2007 I’ve been campaigning on behalf of local people for changes to the recommendations to the Shoreline Management Plan for North Kent  - or SMP - as it applies to our stretch of coastline.  It’s been an interesting, if challenging six months, and I want to thank CPRE for their help and support during that time, and for giving me the opportunity to talk to you today.  

So - I’m going to talk a little about my experience, and by extension the experience of my community, with regard to SMP. I’m also going to offer some thoughts on policy making and governance, and the importance of public engagement in contentious issues such as this.  

Faversham Road and its people

(Slide of Fav Rd)
The population here comprises permanent residents, holiday home owners, and a small minority that falls in between the two.   A significant proportion of people have enduring roots in the area, but whilst this attachment runs deep, it is not blind.  People are conscious of a flood risk (although they may not agree on its severity), and some have suffered floods.  But, as one local has put it on making the decision to buy there: “we understood the risks of flooding but felt the benefits outweighed the drawbacks and accepted the risks.”

When Claire, Lewis & I made the decision to move to Faversham Road we too knew there was a risk of flooding, which we accepted.  What we were not prepared for were the proposals contained in the draft SMP, a summary of which slipped through our letterbox on July 9th  last year.

Shoreline Management Plan

To paraphrase, we were told that the South East coastal group, recommended “…a policy of “managed realignment” for our stretch of shoreline in as little as 20 years time.  We were told that the authority expected that maintenance of existing defences would cease and a new defence line constructed inland.  And here’s the bit that chilled my blood.  We could expect our homes would be lost in the process, with no prospect of being compensated.  

Slide - “We want everybody to feel safe in the communities in which they live.” – Paul Carter, Leader of Kent County Council, Foreword, Towards Kent 2010.

“The proposal has taken away our future.” – Faversham Road resident
Many residents felt truly helpless in the face of what confronted them.  We had been fingered for obsolescence – told that we, our homes and in some cases our businesses, and our way of life – had no value.  We felt that we faced financial ruin.  No less importantly, we all felt that the rot would begin to set in as soon as this recommendation became policy.  How keen would utilities companies be to invest in infrastructure that might not be needed in 20 years time?  What would happen to the road – already in poor condition?  Would we ever be able to sell our houses, insure them, borrow money against them?

Local businesses had made sizeable investments to improve amenities.  Others had bought their homes to do them up, and had already started making investments to that effect.  But I can tell you that their enthusiasm for such activity – for home-making – stopped in its tracks.  And this was true for Claire, Lewis and I.  We had bought a house that we planned to make our home, but instead of it being our security in all kinds of ways, our house came to represent our vulnerability.  

Constructing a response

Slide - Save our Shoreline
Where to start?  We had been advised that if we wanted to mount a challenge we should either do so on the basis of the data upon which the proposals had been based, or to lodge a strong and widely held objection.    So, I gathered information from my neighbours - what were their experiences of tides, and what did they think about what we had been told about rising sea levels and their likely effects?  What did they think of the recommendations, and the process of consultation?  What did they want to see happen next?  

Response was good.  Some people provided critiques of the principles behind SMP.  Some decried the process for being unimaginative, pointing to international examples of risk mitigation and asking why they weren’t being explored as part of this process.  

People expressed dissatisfaction with both local and national government, complained about lack of investment in the area and of being neglected, and reported being significantly and adversely affected by the shock of the draft SMP.  

Although residents didn’t feel qualified to challenge the science underpinning the analysis, they felt the risk of flooding had been exaggerated. Residents also believed that the area could be easily and adequately defended if recent neglect of sea defences were put right with simple and routine maintenance.  And they questioned the logic of seeking a more natural coastline through realignment, pointing out that in part at least, all of our coastline is the result of engineering or industrial activity elsewhere, be it sea defences or dredging. 

Destroying one sea defence and building another further inland - as had been outlined as a likely outcome over time - was absurd, people said.  Were we to accept that the public purse wouldn’t stretch to sea defence improvements now, but somehow would stretch to building them from scratch in the future? And where, was the wisdom in sacrificing land that they believed could easily be defended, when land was becoming an increasingly precious resource?  Some insisted that there was a hidden agenda here.

And we were mystified that the SMP’s cost benefit analysis appeared to draw on such thin assessment of the social, cultural and economic value of the area prior to deciding that it – and we - were not worth defending.

Social, cultural and economic factors

Come to Faversham Road from Easter weekend through early October - and the chances are you’ll find the beachfront car park packed to the gills.  This is an area rich with beauty, noted for its wildlife and popular with holidaymakers, walkers, fishermen, watersports devotees, day-trippers and artists.  There are two sizeable caravan parks, a shop, a sailing club a water-ski club, a pub and a restaurant.  

This seems like a good point to congratulate my good friend and neighbour Stephen Harris on his restaurant – The Sportsman in Faversham Road - being awarded a Michelin Star last week.  It is a fine place to eat.  The vast majority of its food is made from locally-sourced ingredients - it’s pork and lamb comes from a farm just up the road, and if you order potatoes, they will almost certainly have been freshly dug from within shouting distance.  What you may not know is that this little area has been named by an American gastronomic society as one of the most important food producing places not in Kent, not in the UK, not in Europe – BUT IN THE WORLD.  And it does not exist in isolation – what happens here has important ramifications for other people and places.

More prosaically, residents expressed concern that the closure of Faversham Road itself would have detrimental effects on local infrastructure, especially on those occasions when the dual carriageway – the A299 - is closed, and Faversham Road is used as a detour.  And, tellingly, one retired engineer suggested that the road, and residents, could be protected by splitting the frontage at the Sportsman – effectively dividing the stretch into the occupied and the unoccupied, and defending the occupied part for longer.  

Consultation
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- Faversham Road resident
Almost without exception, people were disappointed with the way in which consultation took place, with a representative view being that  “…minds seem to be already made up and my view does not count.”  

We were given little over half of the time available to us that we should have had to respond, and whilst we noted the informal offer of an extension to the deadline, it was not lost on us that the consultation period now fell at a time when parliament was in recess and when academics and other specialists who might help us with a challenge were likely to be on holiday.

Residents felt the organised meeting gave them insufficient opportunity to have their questions answered, and that the exercise appeared to isolate the area under discussion from the wider locale contrary to SMP procedural guidance.  People felt that the consultation was a ‘tick box’ exercise rather than a genuine attempt to involve local people in a decision of seminal importance to them.  However, residents also became increasingly conscious of the efforts of officers from Canterbury City Council, and I want to thank those officers sincerely for those efforts.  

Council engineers provided information, suggested people I could talk to, and put me right as required.  It is worth saying that during the course of these discussions, I started to get the sense that they were sympathetic to our position, and that something might be done.  They seemed particularly interested in the idea of treating the inhabited and uninhabited stretched of coastline as separate entities.  Would residents find a change to the policy recommendation to the effect that the line should be held for a minimum of 50 years acceptable?, I was asked.  Perhaps we could press for more shingle for the beach, and for groynes to be built along the stretch of Faversham Road unprotected by a sea wall, they suggested.  After all, this work had been agreed a couple of years back but had not taken place.  I put these ideas to residents – at meetings, and via newsletters.  A cautious ‘yes’ was their answer – this would help.  

We petitioned, we lobbied politicians, we spoke with campaigners and rural interest groups, we worked with the local press and sought advice on our legal position.  

And so our consultation response began to coalesce, and two recommendations formed: 

· An amendment of the ‘hold the line policy’ from 20-50 years to 50-100 years between The Sportsman and the Blue Anchor

· That, as agreed, funds should be released for sea defence and beach maintenance work at Faversham Road.

But I also became gripped by other possibilities – ideas that had been explored in the margins of my conversations with engineers and others.  Might it be possible, in the longer term, to breach sea defences without destroying houses and other buildings?  I was told there were precedents.  Also, if money for sea defences was tight, was there any reason why the beach car park – currently free to use – might not become a ‘pay’ car park with funds diverted to upgrade sea defences?  A seed was sown within me that the process of consultation really should have made room for imaginative solutions – and not just from public officials and consultants.

Research

So I read – policy documents, guidance on policy documents, studies informing guidance on policy documents, and other academic work.  And fascinating it was, as I’m sure you can imagine.

Slide - “In all types of plan preparation, stakeholder (including the public) involvement should be early and continuous.” (Hutchinson et al, 2006 p. iii)
SMP procedural guidance recommends a participatory approach involving community interests and Jim Hutchinson, a key figure in SMP for Defra, argues for coastal communities discussing their futures with officers of both operating authorities and the local planning authority or regional planning body before SMPs are commissioned.  Such discussions, he says, require long and careful nurturing and for capacity-building to ensure participants have a secure grounding in the issues.  And he is right – take it from me that this is dense, nuanced stuff.

Accordingly, I encouraged residents to agree a third recommendation:

· A detailed commitment in the SMP for the operating authority to partner residents, property owners and business owners, and other stakeholders in developing a vision for the area that covers issues of social justice and well-being as well as environmental, historic and economic concerns.

1,500 petition signatures and 5,000 fully referenced words later – we submitted our collective consultation response.  

…which brings us to issues of policy, principles and governance.  

Policy, principles and governance

Article 1 of the First Protocol of the Human Rights Act (1998), which enshrines the European Convention on Civil Rights into British Law, says that people are entitled to the peaceful enjoyment of their possessions.  Article 8 says that everyone has a right to his or her home and that, certain caveats notwithstanding, there shall be no interference by a public authority. Article 14 says that government has a duty to prevent discrimination on any ground – including that of property.  I would argue that SMP as it stands does not comply with the spirit that these articles enshrine.  

Moving on, Defra’s UK principles of sustainable development, to which the UK government as a whole has signed up, says that for a policy to be sustainable it must respect not some but all of the following five principles.

Slide - Defra’s five principles for sustainable development
1. Living within environmental limits…

2. Ensuring a strong, healthy & just society: Meeting the diverse needs of all people… promoting personal well-being, social cohesion and inclusion, and creating equal opportunity for all.

3. Achieving a sustainable economy:  Building a strong, stable and sustainable economy… in which environmental and social costs fall on those who impose them (Polluter Pays)...

4. Using sound science responsibly:  Ensuring policy is developed and implemented on the basis of strong scientific evidence, while taking into account scientific uncertainty (through the Precautionary Principle) as well as public attitudes and values.

5. Promoting good governance:  Actively promoting effective, participative systems of governance in all levels of society – engaging people’s creativity, energy and diversity.

I would argue that SMP fails this test.  Whilst it is clearly concerned for the environment, the policy positively avoids the question of the well-being of those affected by managed realignment.  The principle of ‘the polluter pays’ articulated in principle 3 also suggests that it should not be the victims of climate change who pay the price for its effects – in our case the people of Faversham Road – but the perpetrators.  If that is all of us, it is surely legitimate for those affected by the policy – itself developed in response to climate change driven by pollution - to be compensated for any loss from the public purse.  No. 4 invokes the ‘precautionary principle’ - a moral and political principle which states that if an action or policy might cause severe or irreversible harm to the public, in the absence of a scientific consensus that harm would not ensue, the burden of proof falls on those who would advocate taking the action.  
So - the ‘precautionary principle’ not only makes unsafe any policy that will harm people, it places the onus on the policy maker to demonstrate that the policy is safe in this regard.  

Conclusion

Other considerations aside, the policy of SMP as it stands asks those affected by recommendations of realignment to shoulder the costs on behalf of society.  We believe those affected are disadvantaged from the second that recommendations are accepted.  This offends Defra’s principles of sustainable development, and a failure to address it - and to demonstrate that it has been addressed - sees the policy fail by the precautionary principle.

Rectifying this is perfectly simple.  First, SMP recommedations must contain mechanisms for compensating people in full for any loss incurred as a consequence.  I am encouraged by the recent allocation of funds for what government calls ‘adaptation’ in the most recent comprehensive spending review – it sets an important precedent.  But much more is needed.

Second, SMP procedural guidance with regard to involving people in decision-making must be followed, with operating authorities leading structured, properly-funded, and wide-ranging exercises in public participation.  It is not enough to tell people that they are to lose their homes without compensation, to tell them that if they want to challenge recommendations they must do so on the basis of the data, and then to simply give them a pen and a piece of paper.  

Democracy in action?

As things stand with regard to Faversham Road, a revised recommendation of holding the line for a minimum of 50 years is slowly making its way through the system.  Maybe you could argue that this is democracy in action, and that we got there in the end, and that I should stop moaning. However, you could also argue that this is poor democratic practice and policy making mitigated largely by the efforts of private individuals at their own cost.  
What I want to see is a solution that all of the players can buy into, and I would urge those in positions of power to join Faversham Road residents in starting to build some bridges for the future.  And I am encouraged that Andrew understands my concerns and is keen for the Environment Agency to work with us on this.

I want to see a process involving residents, other stakeholders and local people and with the aim of describing this part of the world in 50 years time.  It should look at where people will live, and how.  It should analyse the economic, cultural, social and environmental potential of the area – with a view to making the most of it for the benefit of all.  And perhaps most important of all, it will free up the imagination of all those taking part.  Issues of climate change will of course be a key component, and this will be a great opportunity to educate people on these issues, to gain a clear idea of what people want and are prepared to do towards that end, and - for the relevant authorities - to repair a harmful legacy of mistrust and cynicism.  
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