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	Natural England has been formed by bringing together English Nature (EN), the landscape, access and recreation elements of the Countryside Agency (CA) and the environmental land management functions of the Rural Development Service (RDS).

Natural England will work for people, places and nature, to enhance biodiversity, landscapes and wildlife in rural, urban, coastal and marine areas; promoting access, recreation and public well-being, and contributing to the way natural resources are managed so that they can be enjoyed now and by future generations.
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South East Plan Examination in Public

Research on the effect of urban development and visitor numbers on nightjar
1. Natural England has submitted a research report by Footprint Ecology Ltd and the Centre for Ecology and Hydrology (CEH). This research involved the mapping of urban areas around the Dorset Heaths and Thames Basin Heaths SPAs, and mapping of suitable habitat for nightjars within and around these SPAs. The research also uses visitor survey data to model and map visitor numbers. It undertakes a statistical comparison of these mapped data sets. It demonstrates that 

· there is a negative correlation between the density of nightjar on a site and the amount of housing in the vicinity of the site on both the Dorset Heaths and Thames Basin Heaths SPA

· this correlation exists for housing at least as far away as 5km

· the number of visitors on the SPAs is related to the number of houses  and the amount of car parking around the SPA
· nightjars avoid the parts of the Thames Basin Heaths SPA with higher visitor pressure

· there is a clear  trend on the Thames Basin Heaths for nightjar density to decline with increasing visitor pressure
2. In short it shows a clear link between housing levels, visitor numbers and bird numbers.

3. The report is labelled as a draft. This is because within the contract covering this research we have allowed for the analysis to be applied to Dartford warbler and woodlark, when the national survey data for these species is available. We do not intend the analysis presented in the draft to be changed.

The research undertaken by EDP

4. In addition to this research we have commissioned further review of the research undertaken by EDP. This further review was carried out by Jenny Gill, a fellow at the University of East Anglia and is provided alongside this submission.  In summary it makes four important points about the EDP study

· the sample size which it used to compare nightjar density with the extent of urban development was insufficient and therefore limited the potential for analysis and interpretation of the results
· the areas within which bird densities were calculated are very likely to include unsuitable habitats and so the estimates of bird densities are likely to be misleading
· the analysis relating to woodlark and Dartford warbler does not take into account other factors affecting the distribution and dynamics of these species

· the analysis of the within-site distribution of  the three bird species in relation to path distribution uses inappropriate statistical methods
5. These failings mean that the study cannot be relied upon as a description of the real relationship between bird populations and either the number of houses around the Thames Basin Heaths or distribution of visitors on them. Given the failings in the method of the EDP study, and the contradictory findings of the Footprint Ecology/CEH research, we do not accept the findings of the EDP study.
6. We are scheduled to discuss the EDP study with EDP on 13th December. Should this alter our view on any of the points that we have made on the study, we will report this within the technical sessions.

A review of planning appeal decisions
7. We have submitted a review of planning appeal decisions made in 2005 and 2006. This review has been undertaken for Natural England by David Tyldesley Associates. It covers 72 decision letters on 90 appeals. It reveals that since December 2005 most Inspectors have explicitly accepted the evidence that there is a link between increased housing stock, increased levels of recreation and increased impacts on the SPA birds. This has led to 84% of appeals for residential development within 5km of the SPA being dismissed since December 2005. This compares to the national average of dismissals of 67%. 
8. The report makes ten recommendations which provide a valuable steer for further development of the Delivery Plan and for adjustment of the approach taken by decision makers and Natural England on the Thames Basin Heaths. 
The remit of the Delivery Plan in relation to other factors affecting the SPA
9. The joint submission made before the first technical sessions by the thirteen planning authorities put forward that the Delivery Plan does not address the proposed impacts of residential development other than those associated with recreation.  It gave the following examples of other impacts: ‘hydrological changes, pollution, noise and air pollution’. During the technical session on 23rd November, reference was made to advice that English Nature had given on atmospheric pollution. This advice is in a letter dated 16th May 2006, provided for reference as Natural England’s Annex 16. In short it suggests that the potential atmospheric pollution impacts arising from local development can be addressed at the LDF and planning application scale.
10. It would be correct in fact to say that the Delivery Plan addresses both recreation related impacts (through the provision of alternative green space) and predation impacts (through promotion of a 400m zone of no increase in the number of dwellings). By addressing recreation as a potential impact, it also addresses pollution in the form of litter and dog faeces, and wear and tear of the habitat fabric by visitors. These impacts are associated with recreation and have localised impacts on the SPA.
11. The Delivery Plan is not intended to address the other potential impacts which the LPAs have listed. The risk of these impacts arises from a far smaller proportion of residential development planning applications within 5km of the SPA than do the risks of recreation and predation. Though low in frequency as issues for Natural England to advise on, they are very varied. These two factors of low frequency and high variety mean that the other impacts which the LPAs have raised neither present a need for a generic approach, nor would they lend themselves to one.
Current habitat management on the SPA
12. Data on the condition of the SSSIs making up the Thames Basin Heaths SPA is provided as Annex 17.  This shows that between April 2004 and November 2006
· the area in which habitat condition is recovering has increased by 1722ha (20.3% of the SSSI area)
· the area on which decline has been arrested is 751ha (9.3%)
13. The figures in Annex 18 show that on the day that the data were extracted, 20th November 2006,  measures to achieve recovery of the condition of the SSSIs had not been secured for 3160ha (38% of the SSSI area). Annex 18 lists the reasons for which this area of the site is in unfavourable condition, alongside estimates  of the proportion which is unfavourable for each reason. It also lists the measures, ‘remedies’, which would need to be put in place to restore this area and the parties through which this restoration should be secured.
14. This shows that
· a great deal of progress is being made in restoration of the site    

· habitat on the site is in a restoration and recovery phase, it does not simply require maintenance

· there is a coordinated plan for restoration.

Alternatives to the 16 and 8ha standards
15. During the 18-20 December sessions, Natural England undertook to respond to the alternative methods of calculating ‘amount’ standards for SANGS provision. Alternative methods were suggested in two submissions, those by the Home Builder’s Federation and Defence Estates. Comments on these are provided below.
The Home Builder’s Federation (HBF) alternative
16. HBF has provided an estimate of the amount of new alternative green space that would be required by using an estimate of the population increase in the 11 LPAs most affected by the SPA, and calculating an increase in the area of the SPA that would be proportional to it. The HBF submission suggests the population increase over 20 years will be 5.8%.  A matching 5.8% increase on the area of the SPA which they have used (8400ha) would be 487ha. 
17. The 490ha estimate which they have provided is slightly different from the 487ha arising from a 5.8% increase, because of rounding-off the numbers in additional, unnecessary steps which they have used in their calculation.

18. HBF has arrived at 490ha by using an estimate of current population of 1.17 million in the 11 LPAs. This does not match the area that affects the SPA but in fact this makes no difference to their calculation because they have use this population estimate in two steps of the calculation which cancel each other out.  First they multiply their predicted population increase by the 1.17 million figure to estimate the likely population increase. Then they multiply this by their estimate of the number of visits per person to work out a total number of additional visits to the SPA. This latter estimate is derived by dividing an estimate of the current number of visits to SPA per annum by the current population, that same 1.17million figure. In other words the estimate of the number of additional visits to the SPA is achieved by multiplying the population increase by the current number of visits to the SPA and then both multiplying and dividing this by 1.17 million.
19. The estimate of the current number of visits to the SPA which they use may also be inaccurate but again this makes no difference to the calculation. Again this is because they use it twice in a way which means it cancels itself out. First they multiply by this figure (5.36 million visits per annum) to work out the number of visits per person, then divide by it in working out the current number of visits per hectare on the SPA.
20. This makes assessment of their approach somewhat simpler. The only two variables which make any difference to it are: (1) the estimate of population increase; and (2) the area of the SPA.  We have reservations about how they have used both of these variables.

21. We do not accept that the population estimate of 5.8% is a sufficiently precautionary estimate of the scale of change. The reasons for this are set out as the first, second, third and fourth steps in Annex 18 (Notes on population forecasts).
22. We do not accept that the area of the SPA is the appropriate multiplier to use alongside this scale of change. This is because the average density of visitors on the SPA arises from the decisions which visitors make about which green space to visit across a broader suite of sites. Visitor survey suggests that most visitors use a number of sites. Given that SPA visitors may be characterised as choosing uncrowded places for their recreation, it would be too simplistic to assume that the average density of visitors on the SPA would be unaffected by the density of visitors on the other green spaces nearby.  Indeed to avoid a rise in the density of visitors on the SPA, it may be necessary to prevent a rise in density on other sites as well (or to secure improvement of those other sites as the Delivery Plan suggests).  Thus, if the simplistic approach of calculating an average density of visitors is used, then it would be more appropriate, given the need for a precautionary approach, to apply this to the total area of suitable green space in the vicinity, ie the total of the SPA area and the other green spaces combined. This would clearly lead to a higher figure than HBF’s 490 hectares.
23. In addition to these concerns, a fundamental difficulty with the HBF method is that it relies upon an assumption that the visitor capacity of the SPA can be represented by the average density of visitors. However, visitors are very much not evenly distributed across the SPA. This means that average visitor density may not be a variable that determines either the impact on the SPA or the visitor capacity of the SPA.
The Defence Estates alternative
24. Paragraphs 3.52 to 3.57 of the submission by Defence Estates provide three scenarios for comparison with the 8 and 16 ha standards. 
25. The first scenario provides an estimate of 1.22ha per thousand of new population as the area of SANGS that would be required if each SANGS was used ‘at maximum carrying capacity’. It relies upon an assumption that visitors will be spaced evenly and provides an estimate that visitors are spaced along paths at 200m intervals. It also relies upon an assumption that visitors will arrive evenly through the day, rather than there being peaks and troughs of usage.  Some further explanation is provided by paragraph 3.11 but no evidence is provided to substantiate the assumptions. In real life there are peaks and troughs of usage because many visitors have similar daily routines, arising from school and office hours and many other factors. Because the basic assumptions are not based on sound evidence, the estimate of 1.22 ha should not be taken even as indication of an appropriate scale of SANGS provision, even assuming maximum usage.
26. Second, Defence Estates derive a standard of 5.3ha per thousand of new population by using evidence from a MORI survey of visitors on Bourley and Long Valley SSSI. Observations in this survey provide an estimate of 920 visitors to the site per day, a figure which we do not dispute.  It then divides this by the area of the site, 820ha, to produce a figure of 1.1 visits per hectare per day. It suggests that this density of visitors could be applied to an alternative 50ha site. There is no basis for assuming a 50ha site would attract or accommodate the same density of people as an 820ha site.
27. The second scenario also relies on an estimate from the MORI survey that 4.1% of current residents in a particular postcode area, GU11, visit the SPA. The observed number of visitors to the SSSI is multiplied up using the 4.1% to suggest the total number of new residents that a 50ha SANGS would support. The calculation is that at 1.1 visits per hectare per day a 50ha site would be used by 55 visitors per day/385 per week.  If this were 4.1% of a new residential population, then it would serve 9390 new residents, equating to 5.3ha per thousand.
28. The 4.1% figure is derived from interviews carried out mostly in car parks. By using it to multiply up the number of visitors observed on the site, it is assumed that 4.1% of those observed also came from GU11. However, there are clear differences in the survey between those interviewed and the larger sample observed, for example in the proportion walking dogs and the proportion arriving in vehicles. It is not reliable to extrapolate the data on those interviewed to those observed. 

29. In addition to this potential inaccuracy, there is a mistake in how the figure of 385 visitors per week has been applied to new residential population. The calculation is based on visitors but should be based on number of visits. From the MORI survey, 63% of visitors come most days, 26% come 1-3 times weekly (average twice weekly).  Therefore a calculation that shows that 385 people visit a week should allow for 63% of these being the same people who visit seven times a week, and 26% being people who visit twice a week, plus others who visit weekly or less. On this basis of 385 visits, 242 will represent 35 people visiting daily, and 100 will represent 50 people visiting on average twice, with 43 people visiting less frequently. Thus the 385 visits per week will represent 128 people. If this is then multiplied up as by Defence Estates, using the 4.1% figure, 128 visitors per week on 50 ha of SANGS would support 3122 new residents. This equates to 16ha per 1000 residents. Thus if the 4.1% figure was correct, the Defence Estates calculation would very much support  the 16ha figure in the Delivery Plan.
30. The third scenario uses the ‘ball park ‘ figure of 5.36 million visits to the SPA per year provided by English Nature’s 2005 visitor patterns survey
.  Defence Estates appear to recognise the potential inaccuracy of this figure by rounding it to the nearest million. They then divide it by 365 and 6400ha  (the SPA area minus closed military areas) to  obtain an estimate of 2.14 visits per day per hectare. They then use the questionable 4.1% figure again to suggest what number of residents a given area of SANGS would support, and this equates to 2.74ha per thousand. 

31. This similar to HBF ‘s approach in that it aims to avoid an increase in the average density of visitors across the SPA. It shares with the HBF approach the assumption that the visitor capacity of the SPA can be represented by an estimate of average visitor density. This is not the case because are not evenly distributed across the SPA. For this reason, in addition to the unreliability of the 4.1% figure and the lack of precision in the 5 million estimate, it is not a reliable or precautionary approach. 
32. It is different from the HBF approach in that it links the density of visitors on the SPA to the population in a different way. In doing so it uses the estimate of the current number of visitors only once in the calculation. This means that the estimate of current number of visitors does have a substantial effect on the standard which it suggests. The new research by Footprint Ecology and CEH provides more certain information on the scale of current visitor use on the SPA. It suggests a range in the number of visits with 5 million as the minimum and 10 million as the maximum. If the maximum is the correct figure, and was used in Defence Estate’s approach, it would half the standard which it produces to 1.37ha per thousand. This may, of course be of academic interest only, given the reservations expressed above.
Summary on alternative methods
33. In short both HBF’s and Defence Estates’ methods containsubstantial shortcomings which mean neither would stand alone as a robust alternative to the Delivery Plan approach. Both lack substantiating evidence, but both could potentially be used alongside the Delivery Plan approach to provide more robust standards, if underpinning evidence was provided or the rationale was developed a bit further.

34. The steps required for the HBF approach would be 

· An agreed, precautionary approach to quantifying long term population change
· Visitor survey to define the suite of green space used by SPA visitors and measurement of its overall extent
35. The steps required for the Defence Estates approach would be

· Visitor survey to assess the real temporal and spatial spacing of visitors (to define maximum carrying capacity)
· Visitor survey to estimate the number of visitors on sites similar to proposed SANGS, so that the visitor numbers to be attracted by SANGS can be predicted
· Visitor or householder survey to enable the proportion of residents visiting the SPA and SANGS in given geographical areas to be predicted.
� Liley, D., Jackson, D., & Underhill-Day, J.C. 2005. Visitor access patterns on the Thames Basin Heaths. English Nature Research Report in press Natural England, Peterborough
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