Thames Basin Heath Spa - Peer Review of Delivery Plan - Comments
TBH/78/2
The Peer Review recognises that Natural England has not had the time or resources to acquire the evidence base required to back up the initiatives proposed in the Delivery Plan, but in challenging some aspects of this Plan the Peers provide questionable added value and validity. 
I would like to make the following comments:

(1) In challenging the Zones proposed in the delivery plan the Peers accepted the size of Zone A and C but questioned Zone B, advocating that the boundary of Zone B could be reduced to less than 2km, possibly 1km. The Peers do not come up with a convincing argument for the contraction of Zone B to below 2km.  Their arguments provide a better evidence base for the increase of Zone A from 400m to 1km.  79% of people walking to the site came from within 1km and only 40% from within 400m.  Although only 13% of visitors arrived on foot as opposed to 83% by car, the survey did NOT look specifically at the proportion of car drivers coming from within 1km. Anecdotal evidence shows that busy dog owners will drive short distances to relieve/exercise their dogs before and after work. On other aspects such as cat predation, although in the majority of cases (60% in the case of Barrett (1997b) cats range no further than 400m, Turner & Meister (1988) found that the maximum range was 1578m. If the precautionary principle is to be upheld this provides a stronger evidence base for the expansion of Zone A, rather than the contraction of Zone B.  A buffer of this magnitude in Zone A within which no further residential development is permitted could mean that only one further Zone (Zone B) is required (from 1km to 5km), and that the prescribed requirement of hectares per 1000 population be set at 8 hectares per 1000 population.

(2) The Peers challenge the Delivery Plan’s view that sites under 2 hectares in size should not be considered for mitigation but fail to reveal any hard evidence to support their challenge (7.3). The Delivery Plan rightly focuses on dog users, the key users of the SPA - 59%- as roaming dogs plus humans have more impact than roaming humans alone.  To point out that the Delivery Plan fails to account for non dog walkers and that “English Nature’s own guidance on ANGSt stipulates that sites below 2 hectares can provide visitors with enough space for them to consider it natural” - is not sufficient evidence to back up the belief that an area of below 2 hectares will attract non dog walkers from the SPA. English Nature’s (Natural England) ANGSt Model is a standard for local authorities to ensure that local communities have access to an appropriate mix of greenspaces providing for a range of recreational needs – it is not a standard to ensure the population is diverted from designated habitats. English Nature also recommends that at least 2ha of accessible natural greenspace per 1000 population be provided.  To deduce from the above that a green space below 2km is of a size to attract non-dog walking users is clearly incorrect. 
Louise Barton, The Hook, Madeira Road, Littlestone, Kent TN28 8QX
Dog walkers are the predominant users of the heath. The fact that they represent a small proportion of the total resident population is irrelevant.  Further, as the total number of residents increase so will the dog population and this can occur even when dog walker numbers as a proportion of the total resident population fall. It will take a large decline in this proportion to lead to a decline in actual dog numbers with the growth in housing. 7.3.3 on page 38 should be dismissed. Is there evidence that actual dog owners are falling? The proportion of dogs may be falling but the total number of dogs can still be increasing with the growth in the number of residents/houses (see Appendix table below). Further, there is no guarantee that the proportion of dog owners/walkers will continue to fall. The population is aging and when people retire they have more time for dogs – the growing proportion of retired people in the population could lead to the proportion of dog owners/walkers stabilising or increasing. 
In challenging the 16 and 8 hectare standard (7.3.4 & 7.5.1) the Peers pose that to the extent that the size of open space was never high on visitors list of attributes it is possible that the amount of land/SANGS required as mitigation is too high. This conclusion cannot be drawn from any of the evidence advanced by the Peers. Further research is required. The Peers claim that in no survey has the size of the open space being visited recognised as an influence on choice. This will depend on the wording of the survey. Proximity of the heath to a visitor’s house was understandably a key determinant in the choice of where to visit. But how probing were the questions. Was the size of the land area mentioned in the questionnaire/by the interviewer? 
To establish suitable standards for the size of open space, the nature of the questions to be used in survey samples must be highly specific as people’s recreational/dog walking habits are highly influenced by weather, light levels and people’s time. For example, a dog walker in winter because of low light levels will be happy to use a small land area to exercise and relieve his or her dog before and after work. They could then feel guilty and spend more time on the SPA/large space on the weekend. In contrast, when light levels increase dog walkers are more likely to go to the SPA/large space after work a couple of times during the week, or maybe every evening, as well as the weekend. Under these circumstances a small area would not be sufficient to divert dog walkers away from the SPA. 
(3) The desire to give up the 400m Zone A in areas where development directly abuts the SPA has no evidence base (8.4.11), and the points made are not logical. Cats establish territories and new cats can take over their territories and lead to the old cats roaming further from their homes and being more likely to roam to the SPA. The higher incidence of residences in the area could also lead to more feral cats in the area, particularly as they will have access to the SPA. 
New residents may well find they are forced to take an indirect route to the SPA because of existing development but whether this leads to them not walking to the SPA is highly questionable. Even if all the new residents only 
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walk to the SPA for 25% of the week they will directly impact on the SPA.
Finally, by arguing that species have already been deterred from using the 
SPA adjacent to existing housing development (ie the damage has already occurred) and therefore additional development will not cause further harm, 
the Peers are forwarding highly marginal ideas which do not accord with 
maintaining the integrity of the SPA. The aim should be to establish the species in the denuded areas of the SPA, not to add more development to ensure that this will not be possible. 
Appendix 1. Illustrative Only 

Showing dogs/dog walkers as a proportion of total houses declining but actual numbers of dogs /dog walkers increasing 
	Houses Number.
	20,000
	40,000
	60,000
	80,000

	% with Dogs
	20%
	16%
	14%
	12%

	No Dogs/Dog Walkers
	4,000
	6,400
	8,400
	9,600
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