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Introduction

Surrey Wildlife Trust is a registered charity established in 1959 to work with the people of Surrey to protect and enhance their biodiversity. We are a membership organisation with over 20,000 members and work with a wide range of partnerships with our local communities to conserve their local habitats and wildlife. We work through education (with 7,500 school children going through three education centres), the media, campaigns and the planning system. We also manage land from our own freehold sites through to management agreements and leaseholds. In 2002 we signed a 50-year agreement with Surrey County Council to manage their 4,000 ha. estate. This consists of 2,800 ha. of SCC owned land for which we are fully responsible for all management and 1,200 ha. of Access Management Agreement Land with major landowners in the County. 66% of the SCC estate is SSSI and 11% is Sites of Nature Conservation Importance (SNCI). In February 2006 we signed an agreement with the MOD to manage 2,850 ha. of their land, all of which is either SSSI and/or SPA. Surrey Wildlife Trust is now responsible for management across some 7,200 ha. of Surrey.

Surrey Wildlife Trust has extensive experience of managing both access and nature conservation across a wide range of habitats and situations. It was partly due to this experience that we were invited to join the Local Access Forum established in Surrey under the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000.  

Surrey Wildlife Trust is a major landowner and manager in the Thames Basin Heaths SPA area (see Map 2 and table below). 

SWT owned or managed land 

=
2870.75 ha

MOD grazing agreement with SWT
=
2848.49 ha

Total





=
5718.88 ha

Of the land under our stewardship in the TBH area 4426 ha (77%) is SSSI.

SWT TBH SSSI Condition Assessment Information:

	
	F
	UR
	UNC
	UD
	TOTAL

	SWT land
	179.87
	1032.79
	217.91
	147.05
	1577.62

	MOD agmt
	521.95
	927.14
	728.12
	671.28
	2848.49

	Total (ha)
	701.82
	1959.93
	946.03
	818.33
	4426.11

	Percentage of SSSI
	15.9%
	44.3%
	21.4%
	18.5%
	


KEY: 
F – Favourable


UR – Unfavourable Recovering



UNC – Unfavourable No Change
UD – Unfavourable Declining

We have had a number of reserves in the area for many years. An example is our Brentmoor Heath Nature Reserve. This 64 ha. site is part of the SPA and shows the benefits of having an on-site presence through our voluntary warden who has spent an average of three days a week on the site for the past 15 years. Despite this presence we have had examples of destructive use by people through arson and motorbike use. However, the voluntary warden has managed our relationship with the local community, reducing the need for SWT to spend huge resources in managing obstructive local responses to positive heathland management, such as tree felling. 

We also are responsible for Chobham Common, Wisley and Ockham Commons, Whitmoor and Worplesdon Commons SSSI (also part of the TBH SPA). As commonland these sites have high levels of public access, which we manage and encourage, but are all too aware of how much financial and physical resources this requires.

SWT also has extremely good working relationships with our Local Planning Authorities (LPA). Indeed, we are funded by the Districts and Boroughs in Surrey to provide them with Ecological Planning Advice. Our EPA Function also facilitates our work with both LPAs and developers. We are used to helping house builders and local residents achieve the best possible biodiversity benefits from developments. We engage with the planning debate at national, regional and local levels ensuring we are up to date in how best to balance environmental and development needs.

Surrey Wildlife Trust supports the principles behind the Thames Basin Heaths Delivery Plan. Natural England has the authority and experience to make them best placed to draw up such guidance. Consequently, whilst we wish for each development and site issue to be considered on a case-by-case basis and for there to be flexibility within the guidance, we believe that the TBH DP is the best framework to help achieve this.
Questions set by the Assessor

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

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

1 (a) – (c)

SWT supports the Natural England and RSPB responses to these questions. In consultation with a number of our Heathland experts as well as these responses we believe that it is appropriate to rely on studies done on the Dorset Heaths in developing Thames Basin Heaths SPA Delivery Plan (TBH DP), due to the similarities between the Heathland habitat and species and the proximity to urban centres in the two counties.

SWT’s own monitoring of birds on our land shows a general increase in the three species referred to.  This can be linked to our increasingly effective habitat and access management of these sites.  We are wary of losing the ground so gained by an increase in new housing related recreation.

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?

SWT supports the English Nature and RSPB responses.  As the statutory body and international avian NGO respectively, they are best placed to interpret the relationship between the regulations and the Plan.

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?

(a) Will further housing give rise to additional recreational pressure on the SPA and more particularly on the bird populations it supports? (b) Would additional housing actually lead to increased population levels living within 5 kilometres of the SPA? (c) How robust is the Plan’s assessment of the projected increase in numbers of people living within the affected area? (d) Does it take sufficient account of the trends in household size? (e) 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? (f) 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.

(a)  SWT supports Natural England and RSPB responses. It is most likely that an increase in housing and hence population will increase recreational pressure on the SPA.

(b)  It seems to be self-evident that increasing housing within 5 km of the SPA will lead to increased population levels living within 5 km of the SPA.

(c & d) SWT does not have the expertise to assess these questions and refer you to Natural England and RSPB responses.

(e) SWT is concerned that much of the SPA and constituent SSSI are currently in Unfavourable Condition and that the Plan may not be able to take account of this. We are already seeking increased resources to achieve the level of management we aspire to, which is that needed to improve the quality of habitat so that our SSSIs move

(f)  into Favourable Condition.

We believe that as Natural England has worked closely with the MOD on their land and are the body responsible for overseeing SSSI/SPA condition as well as the TBH DP they have already taken into account the limited public access to the one third of the SPA, which is MOD owned.  

SWT’s Heathland experts believe that there are significantly larger numbers of “churring” Nightjar males on the MOD’s limited or nil access land than on those areas with open access.  This is a benefit to Surrey’s biodiversity but will place increased pressure on those parts of the SPA that do not have limited access.   

(f) SWT believes that Natural England has taken into account the overall value of the SPA and that their local Officers have the detailed knowledge to be able to account for different characters of different parts of the SPA and the implications this might have in respect of recreational impact.

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

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

(a) SWT does not have the expertise to judge this question in any depth. However, our experience of the Planning System and developers suggests that given flexibility within the Plan, they should be able to judge how best to limit the possible impacts of different types of residential developments. In our responses to housing applications within the TBH SPA area, we have assumed that elderly residents of flats near public transport nodes are likely to have a lesser impact on the SPA than mountain bike owning young people in flats, dog owners or multiple car owners in larger houses. We are aware that Natural England also has experience in this field and would refer you to their response to this question.  

5.
Has the requirement to apply an ‘in-combination’ test been correctly interpreted and applied? 

(a) Would all housing have a significant adverse affect ‘in combination’?  (b) Is this the same or different to a cumulative effect?

(a) SWT supports the TBH DP approach to ‘in-combination’ effects. We do believe that housing applications are likely to have a significant adverse affect ‘in-combination’. 

(b) We are aware that Natural England and RSPB have done considerable research into the differences or similarities between ‘in-combination’/cumulative effects and would support their responses to this question.

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. (a) Should it give more guidance on the role other mitigation techniques might play? (b)  Should it identify thresholds for assessing the likelihood of any particular project having a significant effect on features of interest within the SPA?

(a)  The Delivery Plan should give more guidance on the role other mitigation techniques might play. SWT believes that at least the three pronged approach of on-site habitat management; on-site access management and off-site avoidance should be used to mitigate the impact on the SPA. We consider it would be unwise to rely too heavily on just one technique.

(b) It would be valuable to identify thresholds for assessing the likely affect on particular projects on features within the SPA provided there was flexibility within the thresholds. Inter relationships within SPAs and with their surroundings are extremely complicated and variable. It would be an enormously complex task to attempt to set thresholds for all likely situations. We support Natural England responses on this question.

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

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

(a & b)  SWT, like many other land managers, has improved some areas of its land for access and recreational use to attract people to them and away from more sensitive areas of land. We believe that the provision of SANGs will contribute towards mitigation of adverse impacts on the SPA but should not be seen as the primary solution. We have some concerns that the SANGs may not be in the right position to reduce the impact on their relevant SPA areas. For example, much of the housing projected for Guildford Borough is in the north of Guildford where the nearest large area of open green space is our Whitmoor and Worplesdon Commons SSSI (part of the TBH SPA). However, the proposed SANGs in Guildford Borough Council’s Interim Avoidance Strategy tend to be to the east and south of Guildford. Should the proposed new residents of North Guildford decide to go to the SANG rather than their more accessible SPA commonland, they will drive through Guildford, adding to an already over congested traffic system. 

 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, (a) is this readily available? (b) Is it located in places where it would meet the needs of future populations and be sufficiently attractive to divert people fro using the SPA for recreation.

(c) Has adequate consideration been given to all potential alternative sites? (d) What is the likely level of work that would be required to make the alternative sites suitable and how much would it cost?  (e) Can the land be provided within the necessary time frame?

(a) SWT was consulted as part of the recent LUC study on mitigation land, which seems to focus primarily on land owned by public bodies and organisations such as SWT itself. This makes it likely the land would be readily available for use as SANGs.

(b)  As discussed in question 7, not all SANGs appear to be in the right place for proposed future populations. For the future people of North Guildford, it may be that smaller areas of open space within easy reach of their houses, will provide them with a SANG more effectively than those selected, e.g. The Chantries, which is further away and reached by driving through Guildford.

(c)  It appears to have ignored a large area of potential SANGs by not considering privately owned land and farmland. This has restricted the sites available and places pressure upon those sites that have been recommended as SANGs that may be inappropriate. For example, 386 pieces of land  were originally put forward as potential SANG in the LUC report.  208 of these were found to overlap with or border SNCI and only 41 were likely to show a low impact of increased recreational use.  An example of the quality of the SNCI/SANG is Whitehill SNCI in Surrey Heath. This 80 ha. site supports Nightjars on open Heathland. LUC removed this site from their list of potential SANGs on our recommendation. However, we are concerned that there may be sites where SWT did not have the information available to protect their nature conservation value. There must be capacity in the deliberations of this Plan for full knowledge of SANGs to be used in drawing up proposals on sites.

We believe that the search for SANGs should be widened to include private landowners. If not now, then well before we have exhausted the proposed SANGs we now have.

(d)  The level and costs of work required to make SANGs suitable must be assessed on a case by case basis. Natural England and the LPAs can also provide guidance and indeed SWT can provide expertise in helping to achieve suitable management. The SANGs guidelines presently being issued by Natural England are at risk of being seen as too prescriptive. For example, Guildford Borough Council originally proposed their 43 ha. Tyting Farm site as a SANG. This was overturned by Councillors because it was felt that the complex network of mown paths, dog bins and new car parking required would be too onerous an obligation to place upon the tenant farmer that both they and SWT wish to attract to the farm. However, in our proposals to GBC that have secured us the tenancy of Tyting Farm, we would have been happy to increase access on some 15 ha. or so of the farm, which may have helped contribute towards its role as a SANG.  However it is on the other side of Guildford from the relevant SPA which may also have reduced its effectiveness. 

However, Natural England provide guidance to the developers and local authorities and we feel that they are best placed to do this. We suggest that these are seen as a minimum and worked up through the Local Development Planning process.

(e)  We support Natural England’s responses on the time frame issue.

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?

(a) How will the alternative land be acquired, particularly where landowners are not willing to sell it?  (b) Who will be responsible for its improvement and subsequent maintenance? (c) When should the land be made available and in what condition?  (d) Should it be in place before development taken 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?

(a)  Where landowners are not willing to sell SANGs, we suggest that alternative potential SANGs are looked for; indeed this would be a benefit of widening the search for potential SANGs as suggested in our response to questions 7 and 8. It may be that if a SANG is not available then it is not appropriate for a development to proceed. We believe that it is the responsibility of developers and LPAs to deal with this issue.  

(b)  The responsibility to ensure a SANG is improved and maintained would seem to lie with the LPA.  We believe the funding to provide for SANG improvement and subsequent maintenance could be a condition of planning permission. The actual management needed could be undertaken by contractors or organisations such as SWT working with LPAs, Natural England and the developers. SWT already has much experience of managing land funded by developers; the arrangements having been overseen by the relevant Local Authority.

(c & d)  The commitment to provide SANGs should be made as part of the planning process. The precise timing is a matter for discussion between the parties involved (and the future management of the SANG) but it should be secured, managed and have achieved optimal condition for its use as a SANG in time for its use by the residents associated with the development. We do not believe that provision of a suitable SANG should be left until after residents move in. Use of open spaces tends to be a matter of habit and if residents move into a development and start by using their local SPA, it will be harder to encourage them to use a SANG once they have established use of the SPA.

10.
Is the Zonal approach set out in EN’s draft delivery plan appropriate?

(a) Are the Zones set at the right distances? (b) Is the way the distances are measured appropriate? (c) What level of use is actually made of the SPA for recreational purposes by people living in the zones? 

(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?

(a)  We are aware of the fact that Natural England have done much research into the issues raised in Question 10, as no doubt have Planning Authorities involved in this consultation. Given Natural England’s ecological and planning expertise, we think that the zonal approach set out in their TBH DP is likely to be effective. However, we would once again urge that each case is considered on a site-by-site basis and that there is some flexibility built into the use of distances and zones.

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?

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

(a & b) As in Question 10, we support Natural England’s response to this question, but would hope that the suggested 16 and 8 ha. green space standards, could be seen as a minimum and as a basis for more detailed discussion between LPA, Natural England, developers and land managers.

Natural England’s predecessor  body produced guidelines for access in the EN Research Report 153 (1995) Accessible Natural Greenspace in Towns and Cities: A Review of Appropriate Size and Distance Criteria.

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

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

Again, we believe that Natural England’s advice is best placed to deal with these questions. However, until sufficient monitoring has been undertaken, we will not know exactly what the responses of the SPA will be to their increased use. As a result, it is important that the standards are seen as guidance minimum and that there is flexibility in the discussions on particular developments.

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

Given that sizeable areas of the SPA do not currently support heathland vegetation (a) what scope is there for improving the situation for ground nesting birds by on site management?  (b) What techniques could be considered? (c) How should this be covered in the Plan?

(d) 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?

(a)  There is considerable scope for on-site management on the SPA. SWT aims to increase the management of its heathland SPA to improve the situation for ground nesting birds as an integral part of our role as Surrey’s Wildlife Trust. We are undertaking such management as part of our own management planning process and trying to achieve Favourable Condition on our sites. It is important that management to mitigate the impact of increased residential development is separated from management that we, as all SSSI landowners, will be doing as part of our obligations to our land under CROW and the Habitats Regulations.

(b & c)  Detailed information on Heathland management techniques and how these could be covered in the Plan will be found in Natural England (and RSPB’s) responses, which we support. 

(d)  SWT strongly feels that the three-pronged approach to mitigation should be employed and that on-site management should be used in combination with on-site accessibility management and off-site mitigation to offset the likely impacts for the housing growth near the SPA. 

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

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

(a)  Controlling access is highly likely to contribute towards mitigating the adverse impacts of increased housing in the vicinity of the SPA, but must be considered as part of a wider package. We would use the word “managing” rather than “controlling” access. Controlling implies restricting or limiting which would be illegal on commonland. It may be that with sufficient resources, access could be increased on some parts of the SPA, attracting people away from more sensitive areas.

(b)  There are many tried and tested techniques for managing access on land. Please refer to Natural England and RSPB’s responses for more details. Suffice it to say that we have much experience in using techniques to achieve changes in access, but most importantly believe that this should be seen as a positive situation, with people being attracted to areas by increased management for access, rather than excluding them from other areas.

(c)  We do not believe that there are effective long-term means for controlling ownership of dogs and cats, even if covenants can be placed on new housing, how would these be enforced? It is incomprehensible that developers and/or Local Authorities would be allowed to remove dogs and cats from houses that have broken the covenants. 

(d)  This question appears to be a further development of part (b) and our response to this is as our response to (b) that there will be an impact, which should be managed in a positive form and we refer you to Natural England’s response in particular. We would just add that in our experience, positive management of visitor access requires long-term, local community involvement. This tends to be best achieved by an on-site presence such as a Ranger, whose good working relationship with local communities often facilitates changes in local access features without alienating the sites’ users.

(e)  As in parts (b) and (d) seasonal access restrictions will require careful and sensitive communication with interpretation boards and other media being used to explain why there are seasonal restrictions. It is worth bearing in mind that this will only impact upon dogs with humans and humans. Cats associated with nearby housing will be unaffected by communication, however excellent, on the need to protect ground nesting birds.

(f)  It is important to split cats and dogs when considering their impact upon the SPA. It is possible to influence humans and hence much of the behaviour of their dogs but it is much less probable that we could influence cats.

The only other method we know of that has been used to control the impact of cats and dogs on SPA, is fencing. This was used at the recent development of Alma Dettingen Barracks at Deeptcut which borders the Pirbright Ranges part of the SPA.  Unfortunately, the fence was breached within a few months of the site development and consequently cats and dogs have free access to the SPA. 

In addition, SWT’s own land managers are becoming concerned by the increase in the numbers of commercial dog walkers on our sites. In many cases many dogs are being walked off leads. There appears to be limited control exerted by the dog walkers over this number of dogs. Whilst we would like to find a way to control commercial dog walking, we are not sure how a practical solution could work.

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

We fully support the TBH DP and these questions combining all three techniques rather than separating any one out. With reference to other techniques, which should be considered in combination with the above three, we would work positively with Natural England, LPAs and developers to explore all reasonable ideas. 

We suggest that consideration is given to resourcing formal and informal education, both within the local community and wider. Publicity work, with local papers, radio and TV also helps ease attitudes towards management on sites. Finally, looking at nearby open-air facilities such as local country parks or other such attractions and helping them to take more people, may well ease the impact upon the SPA.

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?

The TBH DP should cover the same time period as the Regional Spacial Strategy. The most appropriate process for its incorporation into Planning Policy, is a question best dealt with by Natural England and Planning bodies, but we would suggest that the LPAs might wish to incorporate it into their Local Development Framework planning process. In our experience documents that have gone through some form of Public Consultation, be it consideration by Local Authority Councillors or full Public Consultation, carry more weight.
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