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First Technical Meeting on the Draft Delivery Plan for the Thames Basin Heaths Special Protection Area.  21st – 23rd November 2006

Presented by Rushmoor Borough Council.     

Question 1 : How comprehensive is the evidence base  for the Plan?

Currently there are very few SANGS up and running along with the development it mitigates to show that they will actually work.

It is understood that the population of the Woodlark, Nightjar and Dartford Warbler are increasing despite the human population of the overall Thames Basin area is also increasing; this does not accord with the evidence base. Natural England accepts there are many external factors affecting the bird numbers including extreme adverse weather conditions.

Question 2: Does the plan correctly interpret the requirements of the Habitats Regulations and the European Directives on which it is based?

The need for Appropriate Assessment (AA) on a site by site basis is not clear in the Delivery Plan, with those contributing financially thorough the mechanism of a Mini Plan not being require to produce an AA. This is acceptable for small developments, but any large development requiring an Environmental Assessment because of its effect on a European site would be required to produce an AA. This is an inconsistent approach. 

Question 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?

The main issues to be considered are 

· Extent of additional recreational use of the SPA attributed to new development within the 5klm zone.

· National and regional trends in household size.

· Restrictions on MOD land. 

· Land characteristics and value.

Extent of additional recreational use of the SPA attributed to new development.

There are a number of proposed major development sites planned for the South East on sites such as redundant MOD land and buildings. These are to come forward through comprehensive masterplans that look at all the issues of sustainability not just the ecological issues in isolation. They will include green linkages and walk ways, which will provide an alternative to recreational and dog walking use of the SPA. They will also provide sustainable urban drainage, these measures will reduce the impact on the SPA. The Delivery Plan does not take into account the difference between relatively small infill sites, which may not have the opportunity for suitable recreational facilities without getting into the car and major developments with planned green spaces on site.

Whilst major development can potentially have a greater impact on the SPA mitigation can also take other forms, indeed do people visit the SPA because there is no alternative within walking distance from their home, can this only be quantified on a site by site basis? Within major schemes there is the ability to build in mitigation such as green walks both creating a green corridor and an ecological network.  Would this then encourage visitors to take the alternative within the development in the week and only visit the SPA  at weekends? rather than visiting the SPA more frequently. Potentially the Aldershot Urban Extension as an example can provide a facility that is currently not available, a circular green walk without the need for a car. 

It is therefore clear that the impact of new development on the SPA cannot be generalised major schemes on large areas of land must be considered from a different view point than schemes to be provided within existing environments that do not have the potential for on-site alternatives.

National and regional trends in household size.

It is assumed that the increase in housing numbers will dramatically increase the population, this is not the case. There is both a national and regional trend of  people requiring larger living space such as couples and single people living in 3 and four bedroom houses this has also been created with the breakdown of the family unit where children in families now have two homes. Consideration should also be given to homes in multiple occupancy. This situation has been created because of the prohibitive expense of renting or buying ones own home,  the increase in affordable housing within new developments will allow a substantial number of those in multiple occupancy to be able to own or rent their own home which will not lead to a substantial increase in population. In 2004 – 2005,31% and in 2005-2006 29% (the highest proportion) of completions were 1-bedroom apartments. Significantly the potential for pet ownership in this type of property is greatly reduced from that of larger properties.

Figures from Hampshire County Council Chalmer Projections show that the number of dwellings in Rushmoor proposed up to 2026 will only accommodate the existing population due to the configuration of house occupation. This shows that the correlation between increase in dwelling numbers and increase in population does not exist within the Rushmoor Borough.

Restrictions on MOD land

The  MOD owns 50%  of the SPA and has special measures to enforce bylaws. In some areas access is controlled and in others access to the public is not available. Therefore there are already measures in place to protect the character of the area and restrict access to certain areas.

Land characteristics and values.

The characteristics in terms of ecological value  varies from one area of the TBH to another  different areas may become sensitive for different reasons at different times, therefore the management of the SPA is the vital role to assist in the preservation of its quality.

The TBH should not be considered as one value across the whole.

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

 The largest proportion of dwelling types within Rushmoor Borough are one bedroom flats which accounts for between 29 and 31% of all completions. A proportion will be starter homes for those on low income without a vehicle who are less likely to visit the SPA as 83% of all SPA visitors do so by vehicle. 

Pet ownership is less likely for those living in flats; indeed restrictive covenants can be put in place and enforced by management groups. This being said it is important that the correct configuration of housing types comes forward in accordance with a Housing Needs Survey rather than that most suitable for the SPA we most consider the sustainability issues. 

The proportion of flats within a development particularly those with restrictive covenants relating to pet ownership should be taken into account.

Question 5:  Has the requirement to apply an ‘in–combination’  test been correctly interpreted and applied?

A clear definition of the meaning ‘in-combination’ as opposed to ‘cumulative 

effect’  needs to be set out. 

Combination (Oxford Dictionary)  the joining together , a union of separate parts.

Cumulative (Oxford Dictionary) growing in quantity, strength or effect by successive additions.

Housing allocations within Local Development Frameworks will be able to show proposed development areas around SPA’s in neighbouring districts, these sites can be shown as a cumulative effect on the mitigation requirements, although very few sites will come forward in combination with other sites. Unless the local authority has control of a proposed development it would not be in a position to determine whether or not it would come on line in combination with other neighbouring developments.

As the statistics state that the vast majority of visitors travel to the SPA’s via car and that they also travel to other SPA areas, it would be difficult to assess either the in-combination or cumulative effect, this can only be established over a period of time.

Natural England has indicated that the in-combination test should take into account past, present and future development. Clearly this is not humanly possible; furthermore there is no evidence that this is what is intended by the legislation. 

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

It is understood that further work is currently being collated with regard to ‘bird trends’ which is also to include :

· Species

· Mapping Habitat 

· Footpath networks 

This work will not be available until January, until all the information pertaining to this issue is made available an informed response cannot be made. 

It is vital that we understand the differences between the Dorset Heathland and the TBH. This can only be established once all the research work has been collated  and established cross-correlations made. We need to be able to understand the character of each of these areas and what they mean to the public, this should be established through Landscape Characterisation. We need to understand the TBH in parts within districts and as a whole, to explore both the local and strategic vision . To look at information in isolation as is currently the case  is not acceptable. A vital component to this process is public consultation this has not taken place. The ‘Delivery Plan’ should be more visionary, It should provide an Access and Habitat Management Plan across the TBH as a whole, this is the only way to quantify any aims or achievements. 

The Delivery Plan should not be prescriptive, it should be a guidance, providing options for mitigation, each development should be assessed on its own merits not one size fits all.  

Consideration should be given to the fact that this is a pilot scheme and that the document should be a living document that can adapt in accordance with issues that arise over a period of time, which will necessitate change.

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

It is yet to be proven that SANGS are actually necessary as the major contributor to mitigation. Whilst there are some already in place, they are on existing open space and have not been running a sufficient period of time to establish their value. Currently no wardens have been provided. The question of management and to what standard could be asked.

As previously discussed the credibility of the LUC report is brought into question with regard to the land suggested for SANGS when quite clearly the majority in the Rushmoor  Borough  would not be suitable. The majority of available land within Rushmoor is operational land belonging to the MOD the Local Authority therefore do not have any opportunity to acquire this land. For other Districts that do not have land of their own, who will fund the purchase up front to allow for a mini plan.

Question 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?

· Credibility of LUC study of land suitable for mitigation land (SANGS).

· Ownership of land / cost of upgrading. 

· Available land will dictate location of development.

Credibility of LUC study.

The LUC study was carried out to a particularly tight time frame and  sites considered suitable for SANGS were included from a desktop study rather than a land survey, consequently there are a number of sites included in the Rushmoor Borough that according to Natural England’s requirements are not suitable as SANGS. Officers of RBC pointed out to LUC in the final consultation that most of the SANGS they had identified In Rushmoor had no potential, eg., Farnborough Abbey, primary school playing fields and other urban parks with sports pitches on them. This brings into question the credibility of this section of the report. It is therefore very clear in this Borough alone that we do not have available to us the extent of mitigation land being suggested.

As Rushmoor is a tight urban area in contrast to more rural areas of the TBH there is a risk that development will take place where mitigation land is available rather than where development is needed and in less sustainable areas. This issue is also carried over within the proposed Performance Indicator, which provides for the number of housing completions within the district.  

Ownership of land /cost of providing and upgrading.

Whilst there is land available within Rushmoor Borough the majority of  it is in the ownership of the MOD who have made it clear that they intend to retain for their own mitigation purposes, the Council therefore has no opportunity of purchasing or gaining ownership of any part of that land as it is operational.

It is inappropriate for Natural England to require that developers provide their own enforcement and management in isolation of each other and to provide wardens in perpetuity. This will create an unworkable system, all working to different standards and no overall policy or vision, with the possibility of developers going bankrupt. 

It is absolutely vital that one common body takes control of the TBH SPA as a whole. The key to the success of the SANGS and the SPA is its management. Which needs to be consistent across the TBA as a whole  sharing information, sharing problems and putting wardens where they are needed. Having a policy for the area as a whole is vital, different developers providing different levels of protection is not workable. A common body could be provided with developer contributions this is a fair and realistic way of providing wardens in perpetuity.

A balance needs to be realised mitigation (SANGS)  is only one environmental issue we must ensure that providing for one we do not take away from another pressing issue. Sustainability  - we must ensure that  quality of open space is not only available to those with access to a vehicle.

Part 5: 5.4 “ The object of the planning obligation is to enable each development to make a contribution to that strategic provision on a fair and consistent basis across the Thames Basin Heaths Planning Zone.”

Natural England thus far have taken an inconsistent approach particularly with requirements for improvements and the request for wardens in perpetuity, developers are required to provide large numbers of wardens thorough 106 agreements, although LA’s are not being subjected to the same stringent measures, they do not enter into any legal agreement with regard to the land they are providing, some areas do not have any wardens. 

The requirement of 1.10h SANGS for every hectare of land developed has not been clearly justified and has been based purely on the standards agreed for QEB.

The requirement of Wardens provided in perpetuity should be addressed. This would be too expensive and difficult to implement, monitor and manage. There would be no consistency. 

Question 9:  What mechanism 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?

The provision of open pace should be identified as soon as possible for land allocated within a ‘Mini Plan’ with improvements provided by developer contributions and should be made available with the first development with a incremental approach to upgrading, this should be brought forward in a delivery/ management plan. 

Where the developer is to provide the land and any upgrading the requirements should be clearly set-out in a Section 106 agreement which should include a delivery / management plan. The mitigation land would need to be brought on line in conjunction with the delivery of the development in order to ensure that new residents use the new area as it is difficult to change habits once they are established.

Question 10: Is the zoned approach set out in EN’s draft delivery plan appropriate?

a) Are the zones set at the right distance? 

b) Is the way the distances are measured appropriate?

c) What level of use is actually made of the SPA for recreational purposes?

d) What level of use is generated from outside the zones?

e) How far do the patterns of use vary in different parts of the area?

Appropriate zones should be introduced in conjunction with landscape characterisation statements this will inform the significance of each area and its value, taking into account of existing land uses and recreational practices. At stated on the Natural England website the objectives of such a scheme (landscape characterisation assessment) will result in the following objectives being met .

· Record the value that local communities attach to the landscape.

· Encourage and develop links between different sectors of the rural and urban community.

· Create a greater level of understanding and awareness of issues affecting the landscape.

· Involve the public in strategic decisions about the future management of the landscape.

· Inform the Local Strategic Partnerships of environmental aspects of the Borough and Community Strategies.

The ‘one size fits all approach’ will not work; it does not respect the individual characteristics of each area.  

Visitors to the SPA must depend on alternatives available in the surrounding area and in the wider surrounding area as a high proportion of visitors are coming from outside the 5km zone. As SANGS are being created all over the TBH area, the SANGS should be looked at ‘in combination’ with other SANGS as this will have an impact on visitors travelling distances. 

Travel distances will vary in accordance with the ability to travel to SPA’s within a reasonable amount of time, this will be influenced by infrastructure and obstructions, visitors will travel longer distances at the weekend than during the week because of time available to them. These issues should be accounted for. 

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

 No evidence has been provided that there is double the impact from one zone to another within the TBH. We are still at the conceptual stage. The zones should be identified by the significance of each individual area. The TBH is not the same quality throughout. 

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

Consideration should be given to providing other types of dog walking experiences through green walk networks in major new developments. Consideration should be given to sustainability issues, which discourage the use of the car. 

No evidence has been provided for the necessity to provide land to this extent.

Question 13: What contribution can onsite mitigation make to addressing the impact of additional housing? How would this be addressed in the Delivery Plan?

As overall Management Strategy of the SPA would identify pressure areas, areas of saturation and areas with a need for restoration. These improvements could be applied through a comprehensive Access and Habitat Management Plan, which would be produced with public consultation. It is important that aims and achievements are quantified in order to be able to assess the impact of the improvements. This would encourage a more positive response from the public.

Question 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? 

 Access to SPA’s in the ownership of the  MOD is already controlled as the land is operational. These areas are controlled by bylaws, which can only be enforced by MOD employees. This also accounts for MOD land, which could be provided for SANGS.  There is therefore a mechanism already in place for the control of visitors and management  of the SPA (50%) although be-it not solely for the reason of the Habitats Directive although the MOD play a major role in the protection, management and restoration of the SPA. With this continued programme for improvement the quality of all MOD land is continuously raising both quality and management. This in turn must contribute to any mitigation requirement  of future development. 

The SPA’s could be controlled by an independent authority which would have the same powers to enforce the bylaws as the MOD. A flexible zoned approach could be established within the SPA where zone A would be no access for dogs, Zone B access with dogs on leads and Zone C  unrestricted access. This could be changed as needed, such as when a particular area needs recovery time or during the nesting season. This would also educate visitors to have a greater understanding of sensitive areas and time periods. 

Car parks can also play a part in the management of the area with the introduction of restrictions such a maximum time limits which would mean that visitors can only walk so far before having to return. A gate on car parks providing closed periods. Reduction in the size of car parks. Informative maps of closed and sensitive time periods and areas. 

It has been shown that the highest proportion of new development in the Rushmoor District is 1 and 2 bedroom flats. It is far easier to control the ownership of pets through covenants within deeds, which can be enforced through management companies.

Question 15: Are there any  other techniques which should be considered either as an alternative or in combination with SANGS, on-site mitigation and accessibility management?

The SPA’s could be controlled by an independent authority which would have the same powers to enforce the bylaws as the MOD. A flexible zoned approach could be established within the SPA where zone A would be no access for dogs, Zone B access with dogs on leads and Zone C  unrestricted access. This could be changed as needed, such as when a particular area needs recovery time or during the nesting season. This would also educate visitors in understanding sensitive areas and time periods. 

Car parks can also play a part in the management of the area with the introduction of restrictions such a maximum time limits which would mean that visitors can only walk so far before having to return. A gate on car parks providing closed periods. Reduction in the size of car parks. Informative maps of closed and sensitive time periods and areas. 

As overall Management Strategy of the SPA would identify pressure areas, areas of saturation and areas with a need for restoration. These improvements could be applied through a comprehensive Access and Habitat Management Plan. Which would be produced with public consultation. It is important that aims and achievements are quantified in order to be able to assess the impact of the improvements. This would encourage a more positive response from the public.

 It is vital that we understand the differences between the Dorset Heathland and the TBH. This can only be established once all the research work has been collated  and established cross correlations made. We need to be able to understand the character of each of these areas and what they mean to the public, this should be established through Landscape Characterisation we need to understand the TBA in parts within districts and as a whole, to explore both the local and strategic vision . To look at information in isolation which is currently the case  is not acceptable. A vital component to this process is public consultation this has not taken place. The ‘Delivery Plan’ should be more visionary, It should provide an Access and Habitat Management Plan across the TBA as a whole, this is the only way to quantify any aims or achievements. 

The Delivery Plan should not be prescriptive, it should be a guidance, providing options for mitigation, each development should be assessed on its own merits not one size fits all.  

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

The Delivery Plan is not sufficiently robust to be adopted as a policy document. It has not gone through a process of public consultation nor Sustainability Appraisal.  The Delivery Plan should be an informative document of how the Habitats Directive should be interrelated, it should provide options, rather than be prescriptive, the research to back-up the findings is still in the process of collation, this research should be shared and validated amongst all parties before its incorporation into a policy document.   
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