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Supplementary Statement of Defence Estates

Introduction

1. This supplementary statement sets out the response of Defence Estates (DE) to matters arising from the Review of the Evidence Underpinning the Natural England Thames Basin Heaths Delivery Plan (RPS) commissioned on behalf of DCLG.  DE welcomes this comprehensive review of the evidence base and its approach to testing the soundness of the Delivery Plan.  In the context of the forthcoming technical sessions, DE wishes to make the following comments.   

Ecological Evidence Base    

2. DE agrees with the conclusions of the Review (paragraphs 4.3.1 and 5.3.1) that the statistical robustness of the relationships between measures of access pressure and bird populations in the studies cited in the draft Delivery Plan is weak.  Concern is also shared at the paucity of evidence to support the 16ha and 8ha mitigation standards (paragraph 7.5.1).  However, DE also accepts that notwithstanding the lack of robust evidence to support the draft Delivery Plan, the precautionary principle must be applied as required by the Directive.         

Appropriateness of the Greenspace Standards (SANGS)

3. Paragraph 7.2.2 of the Review refers to the mitigation standards for the SPA being based upon the proposals for Queen Elizabeth II Barracks, Fleet.  DE commented on the applicability of this proposal as a means of developing the mitigation standards at paragraph 3.44 of its Position Paper.  The land proposed as mitigation in this case was a coherent unit of land sufficient to provide 2.5km to 4km walks as an attractive and accessible alternative to the SPA for new residents.  It was therefore proposed on the basis of the public land available at that time and was not driven by a desire to provide a certain quantum of land (16ha per 1,000 residents or otherwise).  Whilst it is accepted there is no strong scientific evidence to support this mitigation standard, an Appropriate Assessment has demonstrated the proposals for Queen Elizabeth II Barracks are sufficient to avoid any adverse affects on the SPA.

4. DE agrees with the Review (paragraph 7.4.2) that the provision of SANGS alone will not be enough to decrease the likelihood of visits to the SPA from new residents and, therefore, access and site management are essential components of the Delivery Plan.  Furthermore, DE strongly agrees that it is the siting of the SANGS as opposed to their size which is critical to their success in attracting new residents away from the SPA (paragraph 7.5.1).    

Ministry of Defence Land 

5. DE does not agree with the comments at paragraph 8.2.3 in relation to there being no prospect of heathland restoration or rotational forestry on MoD land.  Rotational forestry is expected to occur on all conifer plantations on the MoD training estate, although the rotation may not occur as frequently as commercial plantations and in some areas, particularly around firing ranges, a tall shelter belt will be maintained to provide a wind break.  Where woodland training features need to be retained, rather than clear-felling over large areas, small scale group felling will be used to regenerate the woodland while retaining the integrity of the training features.  This process does provide successional habitats.

6. In relation to public access to MoD land, paragraph 8.3.2 is correct in stating that there is a presumption in favour of increasing access to the estate compatible with the interests of tenants and environmental issues.  However, this statement somewhat downplays the consideration given to environmental issues.  The MoD has a number of legal obligations as set out in the Wildlife & Countryside Act and the Habitats Regulations in respect of protecting and enhancing nature conservation which it must have regard to in undertaking its duties.  Section 10 addresses access management in more detail and provides a commentary on the open access status of the component SSSIs (Table 10.1).  It should be noted that although MoD land may have been mapped as ‘open country’, where it is covered by military byelaws it is ‘excepted land’ and cannot be considered ‘access land’ under the Countryside and Rights of Way Act.

7. DE notes that at paragraph 8.3.5 it is suggested that the MOD could consider closing areas to public access during the bird breeding season.  This is an interesting proposal and will be given further consideration by the MoD, although it should be noted that changes to restrictions on public access would require new byelaws, and would be subject to public consultation.  The Review is correct in stating that should the management of access be necessary in the interests of nature conservation, then such action would be consistent with the MoD’s policy in respect of public access.

8. DE also notes the request from the second stakeholder workshop (page 114 of the Review) for MoD to review requirements for training land and release surplus land for SANGS.  A review has been undertaken of the military need for the training estate and, at present, the MoD cannot release any further land (paragraph 3.45 of DE’s Position Paper).  This position is fully explained within a report on the Need for Military Training on the Defence Training Estate.  This is to be provided on the EiP website.

Way Forward

9. DE supports the measures identified within the way forward (Section 13).  It is particularly supportive of addressing visitor management as a priority and is already fully involved in this process.  The implementation of mini plans is welcomed as a means in the short term to deliver new housing, however, it is important that LPA’s adopt a consistent approach to this issue across the SPA area.  Moreover, the Delivery Plan must be addressed in an appropriate and timely manner through the South East Plan and emerging LDF’s.        
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