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Dear Lesley
Research on the Thames Basin Heaths Special Protection Area (SPA)
1. Following your recent meeting with Yvette Cooper, you requested that I advise you on what research could be undertaken to help resolve the concerns about the Thames Basin Heaths SPA and to enable housing delivery. I would like to separate this advice into two parts: first what research is necessary to assess the impact, and determine whether or not a solution is necessary; and secondly, what research is necessary to develop the solution, if one is necessary.

Research to assess the impact of residential development
2. Natural England’s advice is that there is already sufficient information both to suggest that large scale residential development could have a significant impact on the SPA, and to guide us on the size of the catchment around the SPA from which that impact would arise. The peer review commissioned by DCLG accepted that there was evidence of impact but expressed uncertainty about the scale of the impacts. Whilst our view is that the scale of the impact is potentially substantial, we have already commissioned research which will give us further information us on this. 

3. This research is being undertaken by Footprint Ecology Ltd and the Centre for Ecology and Hydrology. A draft report was submitted on 8th December for the next EiP technical sessions. The draft will be extended shortly to cover woodlark and Dartford warbler, once the latest national survey data is available for these species. The draft report makes clear 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

4. The Environmental Design Partnership (EDP) has also recently commissioned research on behalf of the Home Builders Federation and Thames Valley New Homes Coalition. We have grave reservations about the method of this research and do not accept its findings. We are to discuss EDP’s and Footprint Ecology’s research with EDP, Footprint Ecology and RSPB on 13th December. In advance of this, it is difficult to anticipate all the questions that will be raised and have a bearing on what research is a priority.

5. It has already been suggested to us by RSPB that it would be useful to 

1. carry out further statistical analysis of trends in bird numbers over time, including comparison of different habitats and locations

2. investigate the home range of cats, which could be specific to the locality of the Thames Basin Heaths and include experimentation on the effect of adding new cats to a location.

6. However, neither of these proposals appear to me likely to generate a critical level of agreement or momentum to bring forward a solution. Neither would be available in time to help in the deliberations of the panel examining the South East Plan. 

7. If he accepts Natural England’s advice, Peter Burley, the Assessor appointed to run the EiP technical sessions on the Thames Basin Heaths, could provide an important steer. His report could set the questions for further research, and encourage local authorities and developers to engage together in refinement of the Delivery Plan and access management on the SPA.  Unless the meeting with EDP, or Mr Burley’s report, suggest clear, decisive questions of impact, which could be addressed by research in the short term, our advice would be that refinement of the solutions, rather than assessment of the impacts, should be the focus of any further research effort. 

Refinement of solutions

8. Four projects which we are undertaking now will help to refine the Delivery Plan approach and potentially broaden the range of solutions

1. Comparison of the abundance and distribution of the three Annex 1 birds with habitat distribution, modelled visitor densities, urban extent and other factors. This is the research led by Footprint Ecology referred to above. 

2. Access management review. This will audit existing access management measures on the SPA, sensitive features, and the objectives of site managers and users. It will assess whether additional measures are necessary for maintenance of the SPA and whether, on top of these maintenance measures, additional measures could be put in place to guard against impacts arising from residential development. It will investigate the mechanisms by which the identified measures could be delivered. It will identify options and make recommendations but not establish agreement on these. Agreement and other steps towards implementation will require effort in the longer term. The review will be completed by mid January.

3. Calibration of Natural England’s visitor survey data so that it can be scrutinised in relation to the travel distance between proposed development sites and the SPA. This will address the concern expressed by some that the current evidence base, which measures travel distance to the SPA as the crow flies does not account sufficiently for real variation in travel distance. This is identified in the peer review as a potential area of flexibility in development control. This calibration exercise is expected to be completed by the end of January.

4. A review of appeal decisions relating to residential development near to the SPA heathlands. A draft of this was submitted on 8th December for the EiP technical sessions. This helps to identify the aspects of the Delivery Plan which most require further development. For example it points to the need for further consideration of restrictive covenants on pet ownership and of the effect of existing alternative green spaces (and these pointers are followed in paragraphs 10,11 and 12 below). It will also help to establish consensus on the general thrust of appeal decisions and reduce the tendency for partisan interpretation of individual decisions. 

9. Each of these projects could help to focus further research effort where it is most likely to provide forward momentum in housing delivery. The suggestions which are made below should be read with this in mind.  

10. English Nature wrote on 11th May to the local planning authorities and others to suggest some priorities for joint research. Projects 2 and 4 in paragraph 8 above were suggested in this letter but have been carried forward by Natural England without funding or steering from others. The other projects suggested in the 11th May letter have not been progressed. They were:

1. Quantification of the effectiveness of pet covenants

2. Estimation of the proportion of dwellings within 5km of the SPA which are flats, for comparison with SPA visitor survey data to assess the likely impact of flats relative to houses. 

These projects could still provide information which would have an immediate effect in development control. If they showed flats per se or flats with restrictive covenants on pet ownership to pose a lower risk to the SPA, then the scale of other measures necessary to avoid impact on the SPA would be reduced. It could for example mean that lower standards of alternative green space than those currently proposed in the draft Delivery Plan could be used for flats. 

11. Another high priority for research would be visitor survey of a sample of existing alternative green spaces in the Thames Basin Heaths locality. This research would  -

1. Estimate the number of visitors which existing green spaces attract, to enable an estimate of the number of visitors that similar new or improved green space would attract. This could be combined with the existing information on the proportion of residents which visit from each distance zone around the SPA, and planning authority information on the expected distribution of new housing, to allow an estimate to be made of the total area of new or improved green space which would be required. This would provide an authoritative test of the 16 and 8ha standards and allow them to be adapted in an evidence led way.

2. Compare existing green space in terms of given quality factors and facilities, so that the influence which each has on visitor numbers could be estimated. This could then be used to adapt the Delivery Plan standards to reflect the degree of enhancement of provision which would be achieved where sites already used by the public are relied on as alternatives to the SPA in place of entirely new accessible green space.

3. Investigate the visitor catchments of existing green spaces so that their zone of influence can be defined and quantified in terms of the degree to which it absorbs visitor pressure which might otherwise be felt on the SPA. This would need to be combined with parallel householder surveys in the suspected catchment around each sample site to pick up users of the SPA who do not use the sample sites. This information would enable a review of the Delivery Plan’s distance standards for alternative green space provision. It would also be a step towards an assessment of the effect of existing alternative green space provision on use of the Delivery Plan standards. 

12. The survey information on the catchment of existing alternative green spaces could be extrapolated using the Forestry Commission’s audit of accessible green space in the South East to assess the level of alternative green space provision in all parts of the 5km zone around the SPA. This would allow the Delivery Plan standards to be adjusted to reflect the variation in provision of existing alternative green space. The Forestry Commission data has not yet been published but has tremendous potential to assist in refining the Delivery Plan approach.

13. It is also a priority to establish a monitoring scheme capable of use to assess the effectiveness and value for money of the alternative green space approach as it is implemented. This monitoring scheme could be used to judge the early effects of the alternative green spaces enhanced as part of the interim avoidance strategies (mini-plans). This would involve monitoring the number of visitors using the alternative green spaces, and assessing the proportion of those visitors who would otherwise be using the SPA. It would also involve monitoring on the parts of the SPA most closely associated with the alternative green spaces, to see if change in visitor numbers on the SPA corresponded to any changes observed on those alternative sites. 

14. Whilst we consider the Delivery Plan to be a workable solution, which would enable housing and safeguard the SPA, we recognise that it is not yet the finished article. Each of the proposals in paragraphs 10 to 13 could be undertaken and completed in time for the results to be incorporated in refinements to the Delivery Plan approach before adoption of the South East Plan in early 2008. This would ensure that the Delivery plan could be refined with good evidence, so that it could be put in place with the confidence of relevant authorities from the outset of implementation of the South East Plan. 

15. Alongside the research and monitoring in paragraphs 11 to 13, which focuses on alternative green space provision, additional research work could be undertaken to increase understanding of, and confidence in, the use of access and visitor management as impact avoidance measures for residential development. The effectiveness of access management measures, such as closing car parks and access routes, alongside the side-effect of displacing visitors, could be assessed.  Visitor management on the SPA could also be investigated through an experimental approach, which would reveal the most effective means of influencing the behaviour of visitors in the particular circumstances of the SPA; that is with largely open, or well established de facto public access, and the range of habitat and landscape that is present. 

16. Experience suggests that the reduction of car parking raises great concern amongst both site users and site managers on the Thames Basin Heaths. Thus investigation of the effects of car park reduction would require a long lead in time for discussion and agreement of the experimental approach. The same may also be the case with an experimental approach to managing visitors once they are on the SPA. Moreover, once on-site experimental measures have been agreed, a further lengthy period (perhaps two years) may be necessary for sound results to be obtained. Thus both of these lines of research on access and visitor management could, take considerably longer to deliver results. The results may not be available before implementation of the South East Plan commences.

Joining up effort on research
17. I have already expressed the view at the EiP technical sessions that it would be desirable for us to fund and steer research jointly with the developers and the local planning authorities. This would maximise the chance that the findings of the research would bring forward agreement on the way forward. It would help to avoid the situation we now have with the EDP research, for example, where much effort has been invested but the results are not accepted. It is unlikely though that there will be any agreement on priorities for research before Mr Burley’s report on the EiP technical sessions, at the earliest. Before then we will also be taking stock of the results of the current research.  Thus I suggest that at this moment in time it would be premature to identify research priorities more firmly or in more detail. It would be appropriate to return to this in March or April once we have the additional steer from Mr Burley and information from the current research.

18. At the EiP technical sessions in November the Home Builders’ Federation (HBF) and Defence Estates both suggested different methods for calculating the amount of alternative green space required. Neither of these methods was supported by sufficient evidence to stand alone as an alternative to the method in the Delivery Plan. However, both could both could potentially be used alongside the Delivery Plan approach to provide more robust standards, if underpinning evidence was provided. 

19. The research required would be 

· Visitor survey to define the suite of green space used by SPA visitors and measurement of its overall extent

· 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.

20. This research is very similar to that which I have suggested in paragraphs 11 and 12 above. The approach which I have suggested could be designed to provide for the information needs of the HBF method.   

21. I hope this advice is of assistance to you, and that we can discuss the subject again in due course, when we have finished the current research and received Mr Burley’s report. If you have any queries in the meantime, please do not hesitate to contact me.

Yours sincerely
Robert Cameron
Thames Basin Heaths Project Manager

Direct Dial:  01233 811221
e-mail: rob.cameron@naturalengland.org.uk






	
	

	



