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                          SUBMISSION on the THAMES BASIN HEATHS SPA             TBH/62/1
BY the OTTERSHAW SOCIETY,

SOUTH EAST REGION PLAN EPI

I am Secretary of the Ottershaw Society whose aims are:

“The Society is established for the public benefit in the area of Ottershaw and its surrounds to:

Promote high standards of planning and architecture
Educate the public in the geography, history, natural history and architecture of the area.
Secure the preservation, protection, development and improvement of features of historic, natural or public interest.”
Ottershaw is in the borough of Runnymede (RBC), Surrey. Much of RBC, including all of Ottershaw, is within the 5Kms radius of the SPA`s of Chobham and Horsell Commons. Therefore we are very involved in the resolution of protecting the SPA`s but allowing some development to proceed.

We fully support the principles of what Natural England (NE), (formally English Nature), is proposing to safeguard the Heathland SPA`s and their rare ground-nesting birds, and that mitigation sites could be used to take the pressure of walkers, particularly dog walkers, away from the SPA`s.

See the Template Thames Basin Heaths Supplementary Planning Document, which gives the reasons for the new proposals.

1. Increased future use of the SPAS due to new development in the area.

1.1. We cannot offer any scientific evidence, which is the basis of the work from the involved Environmental Organisations, but from our observations of users of the Commons, we can see that the more people, the more the wear on the land. Due to the nature of the sandy soil that forms much of the Heaths, and is the cause of the poor soil and hence the formation of the Heaths in the first place, people wear the footpaths. They become wider and wider, plus the resulting erosion by rain, until more and more of the surrounding vegetation is worn away due to walkers/horse riders having to move onto the adjacent vegetation as the paths become

impassable. Eventually the paths may have to be moved, creating more loss of vegetation. Many 

people go off the paths for a variety of reasons i.e. to get closer to a bird they are watching, to look for the extensive range of flora on the Commons, butterfly watching etc or just to make a change from walking on the paths. Continue to increase the number of people who use the Commons will therefore increase the “wear” on the vegetation, and the disturbance to its wildlife of all forms.

1.2. Any walk on the Commons will show that other users who are dog walkers mostly let their dogs off the lead to roam where the dogs want. You can see the disturbance they create to all types of birds if they are on the ground, in the heather or in the gorse and other shrubs. This is well detailed in Para 2.6-2.17 of the Thames Basin Heaths Supplementary Planning Document.

But it is the way the designation of mitigation sites (SANGS) are being considered that concerns us.
2. The need for Nature Conservation Management Plans and their finance as part of the mitigation funding by the developers.

2.1. The Land Use Consultants appointed by the SE Regional Assembly/NE has requested lists of all the sites with nature designations (SSSI`s, SNCI, etc.) from the local Recorders/Wildlife Trusts. Their designations will be mostly for other flora and fauna other than nightjars, dartford warblers, wood larks etc. but these are equally important whether they be other ground nesting birds (sky larks are now rare in this area), rare flowers and the insects that depend on them etc. Increased public use and the unrestrained access of dogs could be as disastrous on these sites as on the heath.
2.2. The Template Thames Basin Heaths Supplementary Planning Document, and the Draft Guidelines for the Creation of Suitable Accessible Natural Green Space for the protection of the SPA that include the proposed mitigation of creating SANGS, has all the criteria and the need for management plans, for accessing the sites for the use, enjoyment and safety of the walkers and their dogs (car parks, surfaced paths, mixture of woods and open areas etc.) but no where does it refer to the fact that some of the proposed sites will have a considerable value, and designation (see Para above), now for nature conservation. There is no requirement for any nature conservation assessment, and therefore no requirement to reject areas found to have nature conservation value that that may be or will be adversely affected. If it is possible to use a site but mitigation for nature conservation matters is required e.g. avoid certain sensitive areas, there is no requirement for a management plan for nature conservation, no assessment after a period of time as to whether the site’s nature conservation has been adversely affected. Also, because there is no reference to the needs of conservation, there is no proposal that while developers are likely to have to pay for the improvements to make a site a SANGS, they should also finance the nature conservation assessments. Then, if there are conservation restraints but they can be resolved such mitigation measures, such measures and the management plans etc. should also be paid for. Local Councils, such as RBC, do not have ecologists on their staff, nor do they have the money to pay for such conservation surveys and mitigation measures where required. 

2.3. If such conservation requirements were in the Draft documents, then we would feel that designated nature conservation sites would be afforded some protection. At present it seems to us that in rightly going for a radical approach to safeguarding specific SPA`s and their birds, there is a potential to ruin the nature conservation of the whole of the 5Kms radius area around the SPA`s. 

2.4. However it is NOT only sites with nature conservation designations that concern us. Local SANGS are much more likely to be areas that have no national or county designation but are still excellent areas for local nature conservation. They may even have national/county rarities that have not been notified to the nature conservation organisations but would appear if a full nature survey were carried out. How will the local council and NE know this unless the Guidelines require such a survey? To proceed to designate it as a SANGS, to increase use, including more use by dogs, to construct infrastructure etc. without knowing what is there could be disastrous. If a full survey shows no problems of conflict, then the SANGS designation can proceed. If there is a conflict that cannot be resolved in favour of conservation then it should not be approved by NE. If it can be resolved then it can be designated.
2.5. This also applies to `new` sites created i.e. the possibility of using derelict farmland/horse pasture. Such sites would greatly benefit from being made a SANGS, as it would involve planting trees, open areas that would be better for wild flowers and insects etc. A definite gain to conservation, but again there needs to be references to being aware that such sites will need the improved conservation taken into consideration as the site matures and continues to be managed as a SANGS.
2.6. As one of the proposals is to use any new SANGS sites not only for the use of dog walkers etc., but to increase the nature diversity of the area, then management plans for the improvement and future development are needed on new sites as well as on existing sites.

2.7. We suggest that the final documents should require a nature conservation survey and management plan, with future up dates, for all SANGS sites. These to be funded by the developers as part of the mitigation agreements.

3. Incorporating nature conservation requirements that are the same as the requirements to make a site a SANGS.

3.1. Another point that should be in the Guidelines is that if all the above surveys etc. have been carried out there may be improvements to the conservation of the site that could be incorporated when the SANGS work is being carried out. An example is where there is a site that had woodland and open grassland space, but the natural succession of shrubs, then trees, have taken over the open grassland due to lack of management. The Draft Guidelines recommend that there should be a mixture of woodland and open areas for various reasons. Thus one assumes that the preparation of the site to be a SANGS would involve the clearance of some of the woodland on the original grassland. There will be other examples where there can be enhancement of the nature conservation value of a site incorporated with the work to create the site as a SANGS.

3.2. Any work to create a SANGS, where applicable, should be done in a way to enhance the nature conservation value as well as provide the SANGS requirements using SANGS funding.
4. Distances between SANGS and new development sites.

4.1. Because of the very high price of land in this area of Surrey, it is very unlikely that even with money from developers that any `new` land could be afforded for purchase as `new` sites to 

create SANGS as hoped for in the proposals to protect the SPA`s. Also the other option was the hope that there would be large sites coming forward for development that could include enough space to create a SANGS on the site. With one exception (at present at Appeal--Franklands Drive) there are no such sites likely to come forward in Runnymede in the reasonable future.

4.2. It is due to this Society that RBC was encouraged to accept/buy/acquire as planning gain, 6 Open Spaces around Ottershaw. RBC does not own any such sites else where in the Borough. Obviously `Public Parks` will not qualify as SANGS as too formal and many have lots of playing fields. Therefore RBC is working on declaring the 5 of these Open Spaces sites (Hare Hill, The Common/Timber Hill, Chaworth Copse, Ottershaw Chase and the Memorial Fields/Recreation Ground) as its sole SANGS to allow new developments to proceed in the rest of the Borough.
4.3. Indeed it has granted itself outline planning permission for new housing on its land, where the present Civic Offices are to be demolished, by using the site of Hare Hill, see above, as the SANGS mitigation site. It is a distance of about 1 Km, no one is going to walk their dog this far along a busy main road. They will get in their car--they may go to Hare Hill but once in the car it is not much further to Chobham/Horsell Commons.

4.5. In the SANGS documents it says that people do use their cars to get to local sites up to 4Kms distance. But as RBC only has such potential sites around Ottershaw in the south west of the Borough, is anyone on a new site in the north of the Borough, assuming they do not want to walk to a small local site (i.e. these exist but are too small to be SANGS) really going to get into their car to drive to a site in Ottershaw even if within 4Kms. Of course not—they will drive to Windsor Park (partly a SSSI) or drive to Chobham Common. These 5 local sites are much used and loved by the local residents. They may well become SANGS, but will never be that attractive to residents living further a field, particularly up to 4Kms. 

4.6. We therefore suggest that the maximum distance between a new development and a mitigating SANGS should be much less that 4Kms.

5. The Society in equally concerned about all local sites that are potential SANGS, and would wish to see the above comments be applicable to all such sites. But so far Runnymede Borough

Council are dealing with the first one. That is Hare Hill Open Space on the border of Ottershaw and Addlestone. The Society has made the above comments in its letter to Bob Etheridge in May 2006. A copy is attached as an attachment to this Email as Appendix 1, as it is relevant too much of the other points. (Dr. Kathy Miller is one of the Honorary Wardens for the site).
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