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Hampshire & Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust (“the Trust”) is a registered charity and a membership body.  We represent 27,000 members across the two counties, working closely with local communities and many other organisations in partnership.  We are a part of the community we serve.  The Trust’s vision is for wildlife to thrive in a sustainable environment and we work towards this through direct land management, advice to others, education and policy influence.  We are a medium sized business, employing more than 60 staff and managing over 6,000 hectares of land in the two counties.

The Trust has a particular interest in this issue as we are a major owner and manager of land in and around the Thames Basin Heaths Special Protection Area (“SPA”) being involved with managing over 3,000 hectares (see map 2 attached).  The Trust has eight nature reserves in the area (225 ha.), and is also working closely with the Ministry of Defence, the largest owner of land within the SPA where it adjoins urban areas.  The Trust holds tenure giving it significant management responsibilities over much of the MOD estate (2,941 ha.) and is working in partnership with the MOD to restore the condition of the habitats, mainly through reintroducing grazing.  We are also working with the MOD and other partners to improve public understanding and appreciation of these important heathlands. 
The focus of this submission is concentrated on the experience and responsibility of Hampshire & Isle of Wight Wildlife Trust in the management of sites within and around the Thames Basin Heaths and working with the people who enjoy using them. Whatever the outcome of the legal and policy debates we seek to ensure a practical and adequately resourced series of measures to secure the wildlife interests of the SPA and wider biodiversity.  

The Trust believes that the circumstances of the Thames Basin Heaths are not unique in the South East Plan area and that the issues are part of the broader context of urban growth in close proximity to Natura 2000 sites.  The Trust considers that pressure on the Thames Basin Heaths SPA, and indeed other Natura 2000 sites, will be relieved if sufficient, appropriate green infrastructure is put in place as part of the South East Plan.  This means a network of multifunctional green spaces and interconnecting links across the region which contribute to meeting environmental, social and economic needs.  These may include improving recreation and health, enhancing biodiversity and landscape, responding to climate change, protecting the cultural and historic environment, preventing flooding and improving water resources, supporting the rural economy and producing natural products. 

The Trust is concerned that if the Thames Basin Heaths situation is looked at in isolation it could have the effect of pushing new developments away from the town centres onto greenfield sites further away from the SPA, which will have other environmental impacts (reliance on car travel, water resources etc) and may be less sustainable than investing in our town centres. 

The Trust supports the broad aims of the Natural England Delivery Plan, in that it is looking for a positive solution to allow sustainable development to proceed whilst protecting the interests of the SPA.  The Trust feels strongly that whatever the outcomes of the legal and policy debates, we need to move forward to a situation where the South East Plan genuinely provides for environmental, social and economic needs.  We also stress the need for certainty in the way forward for the interests of all parties involved. 

The Trust supports the three pronged strategy of the Delivery Plan (off-site avoidance measures, on-site access management and on-site habitat management) to secure the future of the SPA.  The Trust believes in the concept of suitable alternative natural green space (“SANGS”) as a way of diluting pressure on sensitive sites and providing additional green places for people to choose to enjoy.  In order to deliver SANGS, the Delivery Plan relies on public bodies, charitable organisations and private landowners to provide and manage such spaces.  Each of these bodies will have their own objectives and remit which may not precisely match the detailed SANGS criteria currently being promoted, even if they are willing to provide green space.  A degree of flexibility is required so that SANGS are seen not just as providing somewhere for dog walking, but as a genuine part of green infrastructure enabling the South East to become truly sustainable. 

The Trust has positioned itself to assist the delivery of whatever schemes emerge as necessary to meet obligations under the Habitats Directive as well as delivering other environmentally and socially beneficial land management.  We are working with a number of house builders in developing and delivering packages that address the issues arising from potential developments in the Thames Basin Heaths area.  In our experience the construction market is keen to work with whatever solution is necessary to enable house building to proceed, e.g. by purchasing land to provide alternative access to the SPA or offering contributions to upgrading existing land to meet the same purposes.  
We maintain a close relationship with local planning authorities and other voluntary bodies; we therefore hope to bring to the debate both our experience in the policy issues but also practical experience in the implementation and delivery of potential solutions.  

Questions/topics set by the Assessor

1.
How comprehensive is the evidence base for the Plan?

What is the current status of the populations of woodlark, nightjar and Dartford Warbler and how has this changed over the last 10 years.  How reliable is the evidence that further recreational use of the SPA would have a detrimental impact on these populations?  Is it appropriate to rely on studies done on the Dorset Heaths in developing an approach for the Thames Basin Heaths SPA?

1.1
The current status of the three Annex 1 birds is presented in the RSPB submission; the Trust accepts that this is the best available data illustrating their long term decline across Europe. 

1.2
The Trust believes there is a significant body of evidence and experience which demonstrates that recreational use of the SPA is likely to have a detrimental impact on the Annex 1 bird species and the habitats which support them.  We have seen the evidence reviewed by the RSPB and Natural England and support their views that the evidence base is comprehensive and is sufficient to warrant the introduction of appropriate measures to ensure that (i) any further development in and around the SPA does not exacerbate pressures on the Annex 1 breeding bird populations; and (ii) remedial measures are taken to reduce the current pressures from informal recreation on these species.  The character of the Thames Basin Heaths in terms of species supported, broad habitat type and the proximity to urban populations, is similar enough to the Dorset Heaths that we believe the data from the Dorset studies is applicable to the Thames Basin Heaths. 
2.
Does the Plan correctly interpret the requirements of the Habitats Regulations and the European Directives on which is it based?

Is the Plan’s approach to assessing the likely significant impact correct or do the Regulations allow greater flexibility?

2.1
The Habitats Directive applies the precautionary principle meaning that plans and projects can only be permitted having ascertained there will be no adverse effect on the integrity of the European site in question, whether individually or in combination with other plans or projects.  The Trust accepts that new developments within 5km of the SPA are likely to have a significant effect on its integrity.  
2.2
The Trust supports the broad aims of the Delivery Plan and agrees that a three-pronged strategy (on-site habitat management, on-site access management and off-site avoidance measures) is essential to secure the future of the SPA.  However, it is important to note that the Habitats Directive requires the achievement of ‘favourable conservation status’ (see paragraph 3.8).  This is a separate issue from that of mitigating against development, but it does add further weight for the need to take a precautionary approach. 

2.3
The Trust does have some concerns with the ‘one size fits all’ approach of the Delivery Plan and SANGS.  It is very difficult to apply general principles to developments and their potential impacts.  The Trust is concerned that developments will be allowed without an appropriate assessment as long as they provide SANGS, which may or may not work to attract people away from the SPA.  There is a need for certainty of no significant effect on the SPA from all new developments.   

3.
What impact is further housing development likely to have on the TBH SPA and how robust is the evidence that such impact would be significant?

Will further housing give rise to additional recreational pressure on the SPA and more particularly on the bird populations it supports?  Would additional housing actually lead to increased population levels living within 5 kilometres of the SPA?  How robust is the Plan’s assessment of the projected increase in numbers of people living within the affected area?  Does it take sufficient account of the trends in household size?  Does the Plan take adequate account of the current condition of the SPA or the fact that there is no public access or very limited public access to almost one third of the SPA which is owned by the Ministry of Defence?  Does the Plan take sufficient account of the different character of different parts of the SPA and the implications that this might have in respect of recreational impact.

3.1
There is a significant body of evidence that urbanisation has a range of adverse impacts on heathland habitats and species, much of which is reviewed in the Underhill-Day report
.  These impacts include fragmentation, disturbance, predation, trampling, erosion, fires, eutrophication, pollution, and interference with management.  To this we would add the suppression of the rural economy that historically managed the heaths together with the enhanced competition for enclosed land upon which future heathland management is dependent.  There has been much written on development as one of the biggest factors contributing to the decline in biodiversity, for example the LUC report
 which stated that habitats in the south of England are facing a number of cumulative impacts caused by development pressures, and it is likely that high levels of development expected in the next 10-20 years will adversely affect ecosystem resilience and result in a direct threat to some species. 

3.2
In the Trust’s experience, urban populations adjacent to heathland sites cause a number of problems which directly and indirectly impact the wildlife.  At Bartley Heath in Hook (40 hectare Trust reserve, heathland SSSI and common land) the Trust has to deal with fires, motorbike scrambling, litter, vandalism and dogs off leads.  Visitors also feed the commoner’s ponies which has an indirect impact on the heathland because the ponies tend to congregate in the car park rather than graze the heath, thereby reducing their effectiveness as habitat management tools.    

3.3
The Thames Basin Heaths SPA is already surrounded by areas of high population
, and this is already having an adverse impact without any further development.  It is likely that any new homes will increase recreational visits and therefore increase the potential adverse impacts on the SPA features.  In the Hampshire part of the SPA, the Borough of Rushmoor in particular has little alternative natural green space, making the SPA very attractive to the residents of this area.
3.4
The predicted housing numbers for Hart and Rushmoor in the South East Plan for the period 2006-2026 are 4,000 and 6,200 respectively
.  It is worth noting that the average number of houses per year for Hart District has decreased from 457 in the period 2000-2005 to 200 in the period 2006-2026, whilst the average for Rushmoor has increased from 220 per year to 310 per year.  Rushmoor Borough is geographically much closer to the SPA, and has very little land which could come forward for SANGS, adding further pressure from an increase in population
.  

3.5
It is important to note the current condition of the SPA and its component SSSIs.  Of the SSSIs which make up the SPA only 8.6% by area are in favourable condition, 53.2% are in unfavourable recovering condition, 16.3% are in unfavourable no change, 21.9% are  unfavourable declining and 0.02% are part destroyed or destroyed
.  Unfortunately the measure of favourable condition
 does not specifically consider whether visitor pressure is a causative factor in condition or not, however the Trust’s experience would suggest that it is one of the factors.  The fact that a large proportion of the SPA is unfavourable puts additional pressure on the Annex 1 birds which rely on these habitats.  

3.6
Appropriate management of the habitats has been lacking for many years, but the government’s public service agreement target (95% of SSSIs in favourable condition by 2010) has provided a significant impetus for restoration management to begin.  One example is the partnership project between the Ministry of Defence and the Wildlife Trusts to reintroduce grazing to much of the SPA in order to improve the condition of the habitat for the SSSI and SPA features.  

3.7
The character of the SPA cannot be seen as stable as large areas of the SPA are due for restoration management over the next few years through the MOD/Wildlife Trusts grazing project.  This will involve scrub removal, tree removal, erection of fencing and introduction of grazing cattle and ponies in certain areas of the SPA.  Our experience is that heathland habitats that are managed in a favourable condition by grazing are more attractive for informal recreation than heaths with abundant scrub, thorn and rank grass.  As the management of the Thames Basin Heaths improves for wildlife they are likely to become more attractive to recreational use that in turn will suppress their potential to support Annex 1 bird species.
3.8
Favourable conservation status is different to favourable condition and is a requirement of the Habitats Directive
.  It occurs when “the population dynamics data on the species concerned indicate that it is maintaining itself on a long-term basis as a viable component of its natural habitats; the natural range of the species is neither being reduced nor is likely to be reduced in the foreseeable future and there is and will probably continue to be a sufficiently large habitat to maintain its populations on long-term basis”.  Article 1i) Habitats Directive.  

3.9
The Trust is aware that the judgement of favourable conservation status is complex and difficult and that there is currently work being done by the relevant government agencies in order to report to the European Commission.  It is worth noting that the Commission has stated that they will be surprised if many habitats and species are reported as being in favourable conservation status.  The basis for this statement is that those habitats and species listed in the Annexes to the Directive were so identified because they were threatened, deteriorating or at risk
.  

3.10
The Trust’s view is that it will be extremely difficult to demonstrate that the SPA species are being “maintained on a long term basis” and that their natural range is “not likely to be reduced in the foreseeable future” and that there “continues to be a sufficiently large habitat to maintain populations on long-term basis” if visitor pressure to the SPA is not managed. 

3.11
The SPA was designated as a whole, being the area deemed necessary to support the population for the Annex 1 bird species to achieve favourable conservation status.  If parts of the SPA are inaccessible to the public, it should not be assumed that these will act as refuges and therefore other areas can take more pressure.  On the contrary, if the Annex 1 birds are to survive in viable populations on a long term basis, they need the entire SPA area managed to provide the optimum conditions they require. 

4.
Would all forms of residential development have a similar impact on the SPA or should the type of development be a consideration?

Would flats give rise to greater recreational pressure than houses with gardens?  What are the implications of other types of residential development such as residential homes for the elderly, boarding schools, hostels, houses in multiple occupation?  Is the Plan’s approach to these appropriate? 

4.1
The Trust is not aware of any evidence on which to base an answer although if one form of residential development resulted in proportionately higher population densities than another form it seems likely that it would also give rise to greater recreational pressure.  It is probably likely that people living in flats keep fewer pet dogs and that there is greater potential to control pet ownership in flats through operation of restrictive covenants.  We would reiterate the need to take the precautionary principle unless no adverse effect on the SPA can be demonstrated 
5.
Has the requirement to apply an 'in-combination' test been correctly interpreted and applied?

Would all housing have a significant adverse affect “in combination”?  Is this the same or different to a cumulative effect? 

5.1
Regulations 48 to 53 of the Habitats Regulations established a set of procedures for decision making by competent authorities.  One of the key features is the requirement for assessment of plans or projects in combination with other plans or projects.  This in combination approach to the assessment is designed to assess the effect of a series of small impacts that may, working together, produce a significant impact.  In addition, plans already completed may also give rise to continued effects.  
5.2
The Trust believes there is a difference in the meaning of in combination and cumulative impacts.  In combination refers specifically to plans and projects as described above.  Cumulative effects have been described as ‘changes to the environment that are caused by an action in combination with other past, present and future human actions’
.  Cumulative effects can be a result of direct impacts, indirect impacts or a combination of the two.  They can occur both spatially over geographic areas from different sources, and temporally including both historical and future impacts.  Cumulative effects are therefore wider and broader and will encompass the in combination effects of specific plans or projects. 
5.3
The Trust believes that continued recreational use of the SPA by residents of completed housing developments together with every new development which adds residents close to an accessible site, potentially adds to the background of recreational use (now or in the future) and therefore potentially adds to the cumulative recreational impact.  Given that the precautionary principle must be applied, we can only conclude that all housing within the 5km radius is likely to have a significant effect.  We are aware that 5km is a pragmatic zone and that visitors may travel further than this to visit the SPA. 
5.4
The Delivery Plan deals with the ‘in combination’ test by assuming that every new development is likely to have a significant effect, but that the effect can be mitigated by applying avoidance measures in the form of SANGS and on-site management. This approach is valid if there is certainty that the mitigation and avoidance measures will work.  The Trust would stress the need to consider each potential development and its proposed mitigation measures on its own merits, using a flexible approach rather than a ‘one size fits all’ approach which might not work in every situation. 

6.
Should the Delivery Plan give more guidance on the balance between the potential techniques that could mitigate the impact on the SPA?

At the moment the Delivery Plan is primarily directed at the provision of SANGs.  Should it give more guidance on the role other mitigation techniques might play?  Should it identify thresholds for assessing the likelihood of any particular project having a significant effect on features of interest within the SPA

6.1
The Trusts view is that all three approaches are needed (on-site habitat management, on-site access management and off-site avoidance) to ensure the future of the SPA.  However, managing the SPA and its component SSSIs to achieve favourable condition is a legal obligation on the owners and therefore is a separate issue to dealing with the impacts of development.  

6.2
The Trust understands that the focus on SANGS in the Delivery Plan is because it is the only measure that Natural England considers could have an immediate effect on reducing the impact on the SPA from new developments.  If alternative green space is put in place to capture new residents, they are likely to use it as long as it provides a genuine alternative.  Access management measures alone on the SPA are unlikely to have such an effect. 

6.3
Access management measures are extremely difficult to implement on sites, particularly sites as large as the SPA with the multitude of access points and public footpaths, and the patterns of established use.  Visitor access to the SPA is currently not managed and is largely unrestricted, due partly to these difficulties and to a lack of an overall strategy and appropriate resources from the owners and managers of these sites.  In addition, much of the SPA is subject to the CROW Act (open access land), contains public rights of way, or is Common land, meaning that restricting access is not only difficult but is against the ethos of promoting responsible enjoyment of the countryside. 

6.4
At Bartley Heath (40 hectare Trust heathland reserve, managed with grazing livestock), a recent visitor survey
 revealed some of the difficulties in managing access.  The survey, carried out over a one week period in September 2006, reported 80 adults, 13 children, 61 dogs, 9 cyclists and 14 joggers had visited the site.  Fifty-one people were questioned:  75% went to the site to walk their dog, 70% arrived by car, 70% said they went to Bartley Heath because their dog could be let off a lead, although only 60% actually let their dog off on the day questioned, 45% of people ventured off the footpaths, only 35% of people used other sites for the same purpose, 95% of people said that Bartley Heath was “convenient” and 93% of visitors lived within a 2 mile radius.  The Trust has a code of conduct for our sites which includes dogs on leads when in the vicinity of livestock and in the bird nesting season, and under close control at all other times.  Due to a lack of resources and a long pattern of established use, we struggle to enforce this.  It can be surmised from the results of this survey that the current visitors have little understanding of the site’s value for wildlife, and simply see it as a convenient place to walk the dog. 
6.5
The Trust is waiting to see the Access Management Plan, commissioned by Natural England, which we hope will identify strategic access management measures to reduce the impact of access on the SPA as a whole and provide both guidance and delivery mechanisms to achieve this.  We feel it will be important for developers to contribute towards the delivery of the Access Management Plan as part of a strategic solution across the SPA area.  The Trust believes that access management (together with education and awareness work) is a vitally important part of the solution, and that there are techniques that can help manage impacts on wildlife without entirely restricting people, as long as adequate resources are made available.  

6.6
Habitat management should be undertaken by the landowners under their obligations under the CROW Act to manage the SSSIs to favourable condition.  However the Delivery Plan has a role in making the links between the condition of the habitat and access management.  Monitoring of the SPA will be key in this respect, in terms of looking at ‘limits of acceptable change’ of the SPA features.  If habitat features continue to decline, trigger mechanisms must be put in place to reduce or manage access further as required.  Again, adequate resources are required to cover the costs of monitoring and implementing additional access management works should these be required in the future.  

7.
What evidence is there that provision of SANGS will effectively mitigate any adverse impact on the integrity of SPA?

Is providing alternative space likely to reduce pressure on the SPA?  What evidence is there that people will use the alternative space?

7.1
The Trust believes in the principle of avoidance measures, and we are of the opinion that people are likely to use alternative green spaces if they are large enough, as or more attractive than the SPA, and conveniently located and accessible.  The Trust is of the view that alternative green space should be considered in its broadest sense, and provided strategically as a network of multi-functional spaces and interconnecting links which will help contribute to environmental, social and economic needs.   
7.2
There are many examples that show if green spaces are improved then more people will visit, and the Trust has much experience of successfully managing multi-functional sites which accommodate people and wildlife.  In our experience size is one of the most important factors in the attractiveness of sites, and their ability to accommodate a range of needs.  The Trust is currently implementing access and interpretation improvements across its reserves and the experience at Blashford Lakes (86 hectare Trust nature reserve, which is itself an SPA and on the edge of the New Forest SPA) is a good demonstration of this. During 2006 2.5km of new gravel paths were created which are fully accessible to wheelchairs (250% increase in length), two new bird watching hides also wheelchair accessible (previously one) were put in and new interpretation was set up on site, in the hides and in the visitor centre. The new paths tie in with public footpath network, creating more links and loops.  The centre is now open more often and the reserve is open seven days a week. We have advertised this fact with local press articles.  As a result, visitor numbers have increased dramatically:  Following an opening event in August, the average weekend numbers are up to 80-100, prior to this they were only 10-20.  Overall a four fold increase has been reported since March, and a ten fold increase compared to 2005.  Many of these visitors have been attracted from the nearby New Forest SPA, and through careful on site management and good path design we can accommodate people at Blashford Lakes SPA without compromising the wildlife interests of the site. 

7.3
Although the Trust supports the concept of alternative green space, we would stress the need to provide it as a strategic network of linked sites.  Individual sites, particularly if they are small, are unlikely in isolation to meet all the SANGS objectives or attract people from the SPA and a collective view will be needed.  The availability of non SANGS sites may contribute, i.e. where there is accessible countryside people have more choices and the impact on the SPA is more likely to be diluted.  In particular, the Trust has experience of many private landowners providing permissive access under environmental stewardship, and the availability of such land may offer useful links between SANGS thereby making them more strategic. 

7.4
The Trust has concerns about the SANGS guidelines being issued to potential developers by Natural England because we consider them to be over prescriptive and a ‘one size fits all’ approach.  We understand that they are based on providing a particular set of features that meet the desires of current users of the SPA (i.e. those who were asked as part of the Visitor Pattern Survey
) and accept Natural England’s reasons for basing them on this.  However, we are concerned that these standards provide a rather narrow set of features which are geared very much towards free running dogs and may therefore not provide for a wider range of users or indeed contribute towards green infrastructure as previously outlined. 

7.5
The Trust feels strongly that the approach to providing SANGS must have some flexibility built in.  We are keen that a spatial planning approach is used to look beyond simply meeting a bare minimum of mitigation to providing environmental gain.  The current approach to SANGS is based on the situation today; consideration must be given to ensuring they will work to divert pressure from the SPA in the long term and will provide features that will attract a future population.  Furthermore, we are concerned that an over emphasis on an area/head of population standard detracts from the more important elements of open space and landscape that collectively provide attractive and interesting access.  This means that SANGS must be of a sufficient size and quality, be able to provide for a range of users and be part of a network of linked sites.  
7.6
The Trust is keen that the Delivery Plan has a greater degree of flexibility built into it and that each proposed development and its mitigation package is assessed on its own merits to ensure that the proposed SANGS will provide a long term solution. 

8.
Is it possible to deliver sufficient alternative open space (SANGS) of suitable quality in appropriate and accessible locations at an acceptable cost and within the necessary time frame? 

The recent study on mitigation land suggests that sufficient alternative open space exists.  However, is this readily available?  It is located in places where it would meet the needs of future populations and be sufficiently attractive to divert people from using the SPA for recreation. Has adequate consideration been given to all potential alternative sites?  What is the likely level of work that would be required to make the alternative sites suitable and how much would it cost?  Can the land be provided within the necessary time frame?
8.1
The Trust was consulted on part of the LUC report
.  Our view is that the report did not consider all potential alternative open space as it ignored farmland and other privately owned land.  The report was based on identifying land in public ownership, or land which is managed by organisations such as the Wildlife Trusts who already allow public access on their land.  Many of the existing sites identified by LUC already have a level of use and many have issues due to nature conservation, thus potentially affecting their suitability as SANGS.  

8.2
The Trust was consulted by LUC to determine the likely impact on biodiversity where Local Wildlife Sites (known as SINCs in Hampshire) overlapped with potential SANGS.  We were not consulted on SSSIs.  Of the 134 SINCs which overlapped with SANGS, only 6 of these were deemed to have a low impact on biodiversity from increased access.  The majority (76) were identified as suffering a high impact on wildlife, and 48 a medium impact from increased access.  Four of the sites identified were inappropriate altogether (being rivers without public rights of way along their banks).  This example illustrates the potential difficulties faced from attempting to identify avoidance land using individual sites with existing access in isolation.  It also highlights the need to ensure that potential SANGS are filtered or screened appropriately to ensure other important features (habitats and species) are not damaged by additional visitor pressure.  

8.3
The LUC report suggested there may be 16,335 ha of land for potential SANGS.  The Trust is concerned that a high proportion of this land might not be suitable due to existing wildlife interest and/or current uses of the site as discussed above.  This could reduce the amount of land significantly.  However, because the LUC report did not include privately owned land there could be a substantial amount of additional land which may come forward.  On balance, the Trust considers it is likely that sufficient land may be available for green space provision if opportunities are made available for private landowners to benefit by making their land available for SANGS.  However, in some of the more densely populated areas, sufficient land may be difficult to come by.  There are also issues surrounding the availability of MoD and Crown Estate land.  These issues are to do with the compatibility of SANGS and other uses, which are not dissimilar to the Trust’s views. 
8.4
In order to deliver suitable alternative natural green space, the Delivery Plan relies on public bodies, charitable organisations or private landowners.  All of these will have their own objectives and remit which may not precisely match the SANGS criteria.  In our experience the construction market is keen to work with whatever solution is necessary to enable house building to proceed, e.g. by purchasing land to provide alternative access to the SPA or offering contributions to upgrading existing land to meet the same purposes.  For this to work, a degree of flexibility is required so that SANGS are seen not just as providing somewhere for dog walking, but being a genuine part of the green infrastructure required for the south east to become truly sustainable. 

8.5
To illustrate this, the Wildlife Trust is a body that could potentially deliver SANGS, i.e. provide natural green space managed for both wildlife and people.  Indeed the Trust has a remit to educate and involve the public in their natural environment, as well as protect and enhance wildlife. A number of Wildlife Trust nature reserves fall within the 5km radius of the Thames Basin Heaths SPA and have been identified as potential SANGS in the LUC report.  These sites are Bartley Heath, Hook Common and Warnborough Greens, which are SSSIs with national importance for wildlife, as well as registered Commons, already providing open access to the public.  It could be argued that these sites already provide alternative access to the SPA.  There are problems on these sites from inappropriate access, as outlined previously, but the Trust lacks the resources to deal with them.  Although the Trust is keen to be part of the solution to the Thames Basin Heaths issues we are unable to comply with all of the SANGS criteria being set by Natural England on our reserves, in particular the requirement for space where dogs can freely exercise off the lead.  
8.6
There have been many recent developments adjacent to Trust land at Bartley Heath and Hook Common.  One example is a Wimpey homes scheme for over 200 houses which provided green space mitigation in the form of Bassetts Mead (13 hectares of grassland, woodland and riverside).  Despite the provision of SANGS, people from the new houses still use Bartley Heath for recreation (the visitor survey referred to in 6.4 confirmed this).  The Trust is now in a position where we have to manage the impacts of increased access with no funds to do so, and the developers were not required to contribute towards this.
8.7
Wildlife Trust land forms part of the overall pattern of green infrastructure and accessible countryside in the Thames Basin Heaths area, but our land is not currently able to be formally recognised as SANGS due to our concerns about unrestricted dog access.  However, it is our experience that people will go to our sites, whether they are SANGS or not, and we do not have the resources to manage this adequately.  We feel strongly that developers should make some form of contribution towards the upkeep of these important local natural assets and that these green spaces should be recognised for their role in diluting recreational pressure from the SPA. 
8.8
As previously mentioned, the Wildlife Trust is working with the MOD to begin the process of habitat restoration through introducing grazing to much of the SPA.  Grazing is an important part of the management of many of England’s semi-natural habitats in order to maintain, or increase, their biodiversity.  A suitable conservation grazing regime is able to deliver a number of benefits to an area.  The primary benefit is to wildlife, by keeping undesirable scrub and coarse grasses at bay, by increasing the diversity of the vegetation, by creating open areas and providing a range of conditions that suit invertebrates, birds, reptiles and small mammals.  The habitat of the Annex 1 birds found in the SPA heathlands are open habitats that have been maintained for centuries by grazing livestock.  Only in the last 50 years has this traditional management been largely lost from these heaths. Grazing not only creates important wildlife habitat and landscape, it also improves the experience for visitors to a site and provides some income to livestock owners, thereby helping the rural economy.   Achieving appropriate grazing on heathlands, particularly in suburban areas is difficult.  Traditional breeds are required to cope with the low productivity forage, the sites are often fragmented adding to transport costs, and there may be no suitable winter grazing for livestock once they have come off the heathlands. 
8.9
To facilitate grazing on the SPA, and thereby achieve favourable condition of the habitats, the availability of winter lay back land is essential, otherwise grazing remains uneconomical.  For every 100 hectares of heathland grazed on the SPA, at least 10 hectares of grassland outside the SPA is required to support livestock through the winter.  The Trust sees SANGS as having a role to play in providing this as part of green infrastructure. 

8.10
This highlights the integrated nature of the three-pronged approach, in that alternative green space could be seen as making an important contribution to the favourable management of the SPA habitats by providing lay back land to support the required grazing regime for the heaths.  Indeed SANGS could also provide supporting habitat for Annex 1 birds in the future. 

9.
What mechanisms could be used to ensure such open space is provided?  Should it be provided before development takes place or within a specified time span of development commencing? 

How will the alternative land be acquired, particularly where landowners are not willing to sell it?  Who will be responsible for its improvement and subsequent maintenance?  When should the land be made available and in what condition?  Should it be in place before development takes place or when building works start on site or before the first residents move in or within a specified period of completion of the development?

9.1
The Trust has experience of the construction market being willing to deliver appropriate open space but we stress the need for a degree of flexibility in the design of that open space.  In our view, green spaces that contribute to multiple social and environmental objectives are likely to be more attractive to land managers and are therefore more likely to be delivered.  

9.2
The Trust is currently working with a number of house builders to develop mitigation packages.  For example, a developer who has applied to build 200 flats within 2km of the SPA has purchased a 25 hectare site, previously mixed farmland and parkland with the intention of providing SANGS.  The Trust may potentially take on the management of the site, and due to its location close to part of the SPA which is being managed by grazing, we feel it has additional value as winter lay-back land to support the heathland management.  We are therefore working on a design that will accommodate people from the proposed development but allow some grazing as part of the package.  This can be done because the developer has provided a larger site than the minimum required in order that the SANGS is both functional and sustainable.  In other words, if the site had only met the minimum size criteria and was designed only for dog walking, the Trust would not be interested in managing it, and in our view it would provide a less attractive alternative to the SPA. 

9.3
In order to meet the requirements of the Habitats Directive, alternative green space must be in place before development is completed to avoid new residents developing patterns of behaviour that are more difficult to change once established. 
10.
Is the Zonal approach set out in EN’s draft delivery plan appropriate?  

Are the Zones set at the right distances?  Is the way the distances are measured appropriate?  What level of use is actually made of the SPA for recreational purposes by people living in the zones?  What level of use is generated from outside the zones?  How far do the patterns of use vary in different parts of the area?

10.1
The Trust is aware that the zones used in the Delivery Plan are pragmatic, and whilst based on general findings from visitor surveys, they are not definitive.  In other words, the Trust does not necessarily believe that the impact from development at 400m and 450m would be different, likewise at 4.9km and 5.1km.  We feel that the impacts of each development should be assessed alongside the general approach of the Delivery Plan, to ensure the mitigation proposed will genuinely offset adverse impacts on the SPA 

11.
Is the basis on which the suggested 16 and 8 ha greenspace land mitigation standards for development in the 2 km and 5 km zones have been calculated sufficiently robust? 

Is it appropriate to use the NPFA standards?  Are there other suitable methods for assessing the levels of alternative open space?

11.1
The Trust has some concerns about this.  These standards seem appropriate for robust new green space that is geared towards unrestricted public access and free running dogs, although we do stress that larger sites will offer a much more attractive alternative to the SPA than smaller sites.  The method for calculating mitigation standards seems less appropriate when looking at upgrading existing sites to SANGS.  For example Bartley Heath, a 40 hectare heathland in zone C, could be calculated as offering the potential to mitigate for large numbers of new homes, using these formulas, which is entirely unacceptable for this SSSI.  
11.2
Again this highlights the need for flexibility.  The Trust believes that Bartley Heath will provide accessible green space for new development in the locality, even though it will not be an official SANGS, because new residents are extremely likely to use this heathland in preference to the SPA simply because of its convenience.  The Trust would still need appropriate funds to ensure the impacts of this access are managed. 

12.
Are the minimum sizes for SANGS and the proportion of total SANGS provision by area appropriate?

Is the definition of minimum sizes and maximum distances in section 7 of the Delivery Plan appropriate?  What is the basis for the definition?  Is the recommended make up of total SANGS provision by area appropriate?  Is it necessary to be as prescriptive as to the make up and size of the individual areas?

12.1
There are minimum size criteria in the Delivery Plan, but the Trust feels that to offer a genuine alternative, SANGS must be as large as possible.  The SPA has a wild and open feel to it that cannot be replicated by small fields.  For SANGS to function they need to be sufficiently large to allow for multiple uses.  

12.2
The Trust believes that size is an important factor in being able to manage green space, as this allows for zoning for multiple uses.  For example, Testwood Lakes (65 hectare Trust reserve), adjacent to the New Forest SPA provides a well-used recreational facility for local people, who otherwise might use the New Forest SPA.  The site is managed by the Trust for schools, families, informal recreation and wildlife and contains hay meadows, permanent pasture, wet woodland, mixed woodland, lakes, wet grassland and scrapes.  Last year we welcomed 2,500 school group visitors and 1,400 community group visitors.  Casual visitors (mostly dog walkers) number 150-400 per day, and on summer Sundays the visitor centre (no dogs) attracts 500 people on average.  The site is grazed by cattle from June to November (all parts of the reserve, 3-4 week rotation between six areas) and there have been no reported conflicts between cattle and dog walkers, due to the size and careful design of the site management measures.  Testwood is approximately 7 miles from the edge of the New Forest SPA.  Events and school visits draw many people from the Forest; dog walkers generally come from Totton, Southampton and Romsey and many of these people will have used the Forest for dog walking before Testwood Lakes was created. 
12.3
As previously stated, the Trust has concerns that the SANGS criteria are overly prescriptive, although we understand why the standards have been set.  Our view is that flexibility is needed, acknowledging that a range of different sites will provide alternatives to the SPA without necessarily complying with all the SANGS criteria.  In our experience once new sites are opened up for access they will be used not only by the new residents, but existing residents in the area.  The ability of the green space to absorb visitors will be very different in different areas, and the behaviour of visitors will affect how many people use it.   

13.
What contribution can on site mitigation make to addressing the impact of additional housing?  How should this be addressed in the Delivery Plan?

Given that sizeable areas of the SPA do not currently support heathland vegetation what scope is there for improving the situation for ground nesting birds by on site management?  What techniques could be considered?  How should this be covered in the Plan?  Could on-site mitigation be sufficient in its own right or in combination with accessibility management to offset the impact of further housing growth in the vicinity of the SPA and if so would this be a more appropriate approach?

13.1
We refer to our earlier comments about the legal obligations on the owners to manage the SPA and its component SSSIs to favourable conservation status/favourable condition.  The Delivery Plan should put in place appropriate monitoring, using limits of acceptable change, to highlight problems and trigger action to reduce or manage access further if adverse effects continue to be seen.  

13.2
We do not accept the assumption implied that if the SPA reaches favourable condition it somehow becomes more robust and could take more visitors, particularly as the impact of visitors or disturbance is not part of the condition assessment process.  This PROGRESS work in the New Forest SPA
 currently being undertaken by the Forestry Commission and the consultancy firm Alterra, is showing early indications of a negative relationship between visitor pressure and bird distribution, even in areas of optimum habitat.  The study has identified and mapped areas of good quality habitat for ground nesting birds and overlaid that with bird survey data and recreational pressure information; the results indicate an absence of ground nesting birds in areas of good habitat where there is heavy recreational use which is not managed (Forestry Commission, pers. comm.). 

14.
Could the impact be addressed by managing access to the SPA more effectively?  Would controlling access be appropriate?  How could it be best achieved?  Are there effective means for controlling ownership of dogs and cats?

What impact can be made by managing visitor access (e.g. closing or re-siting of car parks, footpaths etc)?  Should seasonal access restrictions be considered in certain areas?  Are there other ways of controlling the impacts of cats and dogs?

14.1
It is an important part of the three pronged approach to ensure that access management measures are implemented on the SPA.  This will include promoting responsible dog walking as in the Countryside Code
, such as keeping dogs under close control and cleaning up after them.  
14.2
The Trust awaits the Access Management Plan, which should guide the required measures to control access.  This may include reducing car parks, on-site policing of some kind and appropriate interpretation and education.  Any such measures will have to be carefully considered to ensure they are not simply moving disturbance to other parts of the SPA.  It is worth noting here that through the MOD/Wildlife Trusts grazing project, significant areas of the SPA are being fenced to enable grazing to be introduced, which could have an impact on visitor access patterns. 
15.
Are there other techniques which should be considered either as an alternative or in combination with SANGS, on-site mitigation and accessibility management?

15.1
We reiterate our comments about the need for a flexible approach to SANGS and the need to see the provision of such green space in a wider context.  The Trust is concerned about the current levels of housing predicted for the Thames Basin Heaths area and the impacts on the environment this will cause.  The combination of SANGS, access management and habitat management need to be properly implemented, adequately resourced and monitored thoroughly to ensure the SPA and wider biodiversity is not damaged by an increase in population.  

15.2
The Trust also believes that education, provision of information and policing has an important role to play in promoting responsible use of the heaths.  In our experience, involving local communities in caring for green spaces can be very beneficial in raising awareness of wildlife issues and helps promote understanding of the management regime of the site. 

16.
What period should the Delivery Plan cover and what would be the most appropriate process for its incorporation into planning policy?

The Delivery Plan is an informal document should it be subject to wider consultation in order to give it ownership and legitimacy?

16.1
The Delivery Plan should have the same lifespan as the South East Plan itself.  In order to give the Delivery Plan legitimate status it should be subject to public consultation in the same way as other Plans and Strategies (e.g. Local Development Frameworks). 

Appendices 

Map 1 – Thames Basin Heaths SPA and surrounds. 
Map 2 – Wildlife Trust tenure over land within and around the Thames Basin Heaths. 
Map 3 – Statutory and non statutory wildlife sites within the study area.

Map 4 – Possible SANGS and land in Wildlife Trust tenure. 
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