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EDP Preliminary Response to Footprint Ecology / CEH Study: ‘The effect of urban development and recreational access on the distribution and abundance of nightjars on the Thames Basin and Dorset Heaths’ [Liley D., Clarke, R. T., Mallord, J. W., Bullock, J. M. (2006 Draft)]
for 2nd February 2007 Technical Session

1.0 
Introduction

1.1 This EDP preliminary response is limited to a maximum of 4 sides, as requested by the technical sessions Specialist Assessor. This review cannot, therefore, provide a comprehensive response to the draft report, nor has detailed analysis been undertaken of all aspects, such as an in-depth review of the statistical methodology.

1.2 Presumably, however, the relevance of the report for the EiP, at least, is whether it substantiates the Natural England (NE) Draft Delivery Plan (DDP), or gives sufficient confidence for the Assessor to endorse it in part, at least, if not in its entirety. 
1.3 Whereas EDP welcomes the fact that the report was commissioned by Natural England, albeit subsequent to the Draft Delivery Plan being promoted as the basis for LPA mini-plans, the report does not (and probably could not) cover all matters needing further research. Nevertheless, at least in part, it is complementary to some of the work undertaken by EDP on behalf of HBF / TVNHC, and will no doubt assist in moving the debate forward.
1.4 Within the introductory section, page 7 para 4, it is acknowledged that:

“There is a need to separate the effects of land-take (for example fragmentation, habitat loss outside the heaths) with the impacts of recreational pressure (generated by new housing) in order to understand the importance that access management and provision of alternative sites may play in mitigating the effects of future development.”

1.5 The report does not, however, cover:-
i) woodlark and Dartford warbler, being the other two Annex 1 species covered by parts of the Thames Basin Heaths SPA;

ii) the quantum of effect that existing urban influences have on nightjar or any of the other Annex 1 bird species;

iii) The effect of small increases in recreational pressure which might result from extra housing development within the South East Region within the next 20 year period.

iv) The behaviour of new residents in choosing to access proximate green space and the routes they may select once there.

v) The likely success or otherwise of mitigation measures (particularly SANGS as advocated by the DDP) in diminishing the existing pressures facing nightjar or any of the other Annex 1 bird species on the Thames Basin Heaths.

2.0
Methodology
2.1 A number of key points or questions are noted below for consideration: 

i) ‘Patches’ for study are defined by access rather than habitat (as employed by Liley and Clarke 2003). Is the CEH study therefore able to differentiate between the effects of recreation on designated SPA areas and Open Access, visited countryside and publicly accessible nature reserves? Does the analysis of ‘patches’ therefore truly relate to the SPA areas? If the patches are of greater relevance, why were these not used as the basis for identifying mitigation zones (as related to bird species)? 

ii) Study patches included large areas of non-heathland, more so than either the EDP study or Liley and Clarke 2003.
iii) 39% of TBH patches are heathland ( but note that 25% of the recorded nightjar territories were found in mature conifer plantations with an additional 11% in clearfell areas).
iv) 96% of TBH patches are SPA.
v) But what % of SPA is included in study?
vi) 51% of Dorset patches are heathland (25% of the recorded nightjar territories were found in mature conifer plantations, being one of the 12 habitats mapped, with an additional 13% in clearfell areas.
vii) 51% of Dorset patches are SPA.
viii) But what % of SPA is included in study?
ix) What is the relevance of housing surrounding these areas?

2.1
Mapping of access points

i)
Does not objectively consider urban effects and excludes consideration 
of access from back gardens.
2.2
Visitor pressure

ii)
46 access points surveyed – all but 2 are access points with car parking.
iii)
Access points with car parking represent only 22% of the access points 
to the TBH. The rest are access on foot.

iv) Key differences between Dorset and TBH:

· Fewer, larger patches with TBH
· Dorset heaths have 74% more perimeter (edge effects)

· 22% of the access points to the TBH have parking facilities (52% in Dorset)

· TBH has 37% more access points than Dorset and 25% more housing within 5km.

2.3
Habitat data for patches

i) 
Use of aerial photography for ascertaining habitat: methodology and 
accuracy tolerances not clear; nor as related to survey verification.
2.4
Analysis of nightjar distribution and abundance

i) 
Which density was used:

· Density from patch or individual habitats.

3.0 
Results
3.1
Visitor spatial distribution model:
i)
Predicts visitor numbers for individual visitor points, though 
different statistical methodologies have been applied.
ii) 2 factors affect the density of people arriving at a visitor point

· Surrounding housing density

· Amount of parking available
3.2 For those arriving by car, parking capacity was the best single predictor of visitor numbers. 

3.3 It would appear that parking capacity is not limiting visitor numbers.
3.4 Findings in Tables 4 and 5 (and figure 4) now suggest, with a greater degree of accuracy than the research that was relied upon by NE when compiling the May 2006 version of the DDP, that the DDP mitigation bands must be revisited. The figures now consider the proportion of people living within the distance bands that are visiting areas of open access. 
3.5 These figures show that less than 0.1% of the population living within 1km of the Thames Valley open access areas are visiting the site on foot within a typical 16 hour survey period. Furthermore, this proportion drops to less than 0.0001% of the population beyond 5km. 
3.6 To this infinitesimal proportion, it is only relevant to consider the extra residential pressure which may result from an additional, predicted maximum 6.7% rise in population over the plan period. The possible population increase is given no consideration in the CEH Report. 
3.7 Table 13 findings indicate for the Thames Basin Heaths alone that for the three levels of probability used within the study, there was only statistically significant correlation between nightjar density and density of houses up to a distance of 800m, whether that was based on the ‘whole patch’ area, or ‘heathland’ area only. This contrasts with the findings for Dorset alone and must, therefore, raise a question on the wisdom of amalgamating results for both TBH and Dorset – especially given the significant differences that have been identified between the two areas related to both SPA and non-SPA factors.
3.8 Table 18 findings and related text commentary have indicated no clear ‘threshold’ at which density declines markedly when comparing visitor pressure and nightjar presence. From Fig. 28, however, the following is concluded within the study:-
“It would appear that (overall average) nightjar density is reduced where visitor pressure is more than about 40 people per 50m pixel (per 16-hour period) – a level which 10% of the Thames Basin Heaths and 6% of the Dorset Heaths currently exceed (as predicted by model C3).”
3.9 If this model is correct, then the scale and extent of the existing ‘problem’ of recreational disturbance needs to be related to consideration of projects or proposals and their potential effect on the integrity of the SPA across its whole area, as well as being related to potential for access management control or mitigation measures. The existing population and visitor numbers will therefore be highly significant when reviewing potential impacts from a small % increase. 
4.0
Application of the findings

4.1 The study accepts that there is “large variability in visitor rates between individual access points” (p22) and that the predictive models for both car and foot visitors “were not accurate” (figure 5) explaining only 22% of the variation for foot visitors and zero for car visitors.

5.0
Bird data

5.1 The national bird survey itself was incomplete (hence the need to disregard three patches from the Dorset set). John Eyre of 2Js ecology refers to the professional surveyors employed for the national bird surveys in less certain terms:

“It is impossible to be sure of the degree of consistency between surveyors. Most of our surveyors are experienced field workers who are familiar with the areas they are surveying. I know from my own experience that when 'professional' surveyors are 'parachuted in' to unfamiliar areas they usually underestimate the populations of birds to be found there.  That said, our surveyors are volunteers. They are not working under strictly defined conditions and finding birds is not a straightforward task. All I can say is that the data are the best available – in fact they probably represent one of the best data sets available for any comparable site anywhere in the country.”

5.2 The above view has not been countered by either NE or RSPB.
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