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TBH/24/10
BACKGROUND

This submission is provided to the Technical Assessor (P Burley Esq) charged with assessing the soundness of Natural England’s Delivery Plan and reporting his findings and making recommendations to the Panel examining the South East Plan. 

Given those terms of reference it is not surprising that Natural England’s response at the Technical meetings has been to seek to defend its plan at all costs rather than remain open to solutions suggested by others that might marry the Government’s international conservation responsibilities with the Region’s need for housing. 

The EDP report commissioned by the HBF and submitted to the Technical Assessor suggested that the Dorset Heath findings that were used to justify the Delivery Plan approach at the TBH were not transferable and that there was no significant correlation between the three Annex 1 bird populations and urban extent. The peer review of the DP carried out by RPS for DCLG suggested that the evidence base used to justify the DP approach was ‘weak’.
The new study commissioned by NE seeks to address those criticisms. 
The resulting draft report (Dec 2006) compiled by Footprint Ecology/CEH and provided to the Assessor seeks to examine (and we would suggest sets out to prove) the assumed adverse relationship between urban development and nightjar abundance on the Thames Basin Heath SPA. 

Clearly the report needs to be viewed with some caution given that context and the reader needs to be satisfied that it does not seek to interpret the evidence in the best possible light to retrospectively support the Delivery Plan approach.  

SCOPE OF THE REPORT 

The report is entitled ‘The effect of urban development and recreational access on the distribution and abundance of nightjars on the Thames Basin and Dorset Heaths’. Comments here relate only to the TBH. 

Thus the report seeks only to examine the link between existing housing, recreational access and nightjar abundance. 

It does not predict the effect of a small increase in use of the SPA over the next 20 years that is implied by the proposed increases in housing contained in the South East Plan.

Nor does it examine whether the provisions of SANGS would be a suitable, practical, proportionate, timely and a successful response to any increase in recreational pressure. Those issues are not informed by the new research report and remain to be decided. 

Thus the report adds little to the debate on the soundness of the DP approach as a whole although it does, in our submission, provide further evidence of the weakness of the link between recreational use and the success of the Annex 1 birds taken across the TBHSPA as a whole.  

REPORT’S CONCLUSIONS 
Overall the report does not demonstrate a link between lower overall nightjar numbers and housing. What it does demonstrate is the tendency of nightjars to distribute themselves in areas of low visitor use and those areas that are away from the edges of the SPA. 
It also confirms that nightjar populations have grown significantly in recent years, often in areas of high housing and have adjusted to the existing pattern of recreational use. 

This is evidence of successful coexistence not a threat to SPA integrity.  
The findings that nightjars tend to distribute themselves away from areas of high visitor pressure gives credence to Mallord’s modelling which noted that additional visits will have little or no effect on bird populations if they are made to areas that are already being visited.

The headline finding in the report summary of a negative correlation between nightjars and the amount of housing in the vicinity of the site, at distances up to 5km, does not apply to the TBH.

The report notes that ‘among the 23 TBH patches, nightjar numbers were not related to housing density within any of the distance limits when based on the whole patch area’ (page 48) and that the correlation between nightjar density on ‘heathland patches’ and housing density peaks at 200m and was not statistically significant beyond 800m. 

The report goes onto note that ‘by showing there are fewer nightjars on sites with high levels of housing in their vicinity we are highlighting that there is the potential for nightjar population level impact even with the current high numbers of birds’ (page 68 - underlining added).  
The conclusion that lower nightjar numbers coincide with areas that the report predicts will be subject to higher visitor pressure is neither remarkable or unexpected. However it needs to be seen in the context of the data used to identify nightjar density and the models used to predict visitor pressure.

The report notes that nightjar densities themselves are to be treated with caution. It notes that ‘statistical estimations of densities based on very few birds will be subject to very high levels of sampling variability (one detected bird more or less could double or half the estimated density)’ (page 46). The report makes a number of unsupported assumptions when plotting the centre of the nightjar territories. 
The models developed for predicting and quantifying visitor pressure and described in the report are far from robust. 

The report itself notes that model F1 (the model for visitors on foot) is ‘not accurate’ (page 22). 

The two models C3 and C5 (for predicting car borne visitors) produce widely different results  when predicting the total number of visitors to the TBHSPA (4.9m and 10.3m visitors per annum respectively) and, when they are tested against known visitor levels, are also so far out as to be of doubtful value.
 

Notwithstanding these caveats the summary proceeds to note that ‘the plot of nightjar density against (predicted) visitor pressure shows there is a clear trend for nightjar density to decline with increasing visitor pressure’. 

This conclusion has to be treated with caution given the potential errors in both nightjar density measurements/territory centres and visitor pressure which is predicted by  modelling.

The language used on this point is also unnecessarily emotive and potentially misleading. 

The use of the word ‘decline’ implies that birds which were there have been lost. The report itself does not identify a ‘decline’ at all but simply records the fact that those squares that are most visited have the fewest birds. This simply confirms what one would intuitively expect. 

To characterise low nightjar densities in areas of high visitor pressure as somehow representing a ‘decline’ is a mischievous use of language.
The impression that the report seeks to leave is that that more visitors will mean fewer birds which aligns with NE’s oft repeated, but unjustified assumption in the DP.
This is a crucial point since the relocation of birds over time from one area of high visitor pressure to another area of lower pressure DOES NOT HAVE any effect on the overall integrity of the whole SPA, particularly if numbers overall are rising. 

Rising numbers at a time of increasing housing is de facto evidence that the integrity of the TBHSPA is not under threat.
Finally the report notes that ‘few studies have directly linked access levels to bird numbers in a way that it is possible to determine the levels of recreational  activity at which impacts may occur and the extent to which housing in a given location will affect the integrity of the protected sites’. (page 7 – underlining added)

This is a laudable objective but is not one that this report achieves. 

The modelling of visitor pressure is of dubious reliability and the report itself cautions against predicting from small bird samples and bringing predictions down to the local level (page 66). 

Integrity is once again confused with disturbance, a common fault of the DP approach.

No comment is made on the various statistical techniques employed.

IN SUMMARY. 

The additional research report is clearly a useful addition to the sum of our knowledge of the TBHSPA.

The report’s conclusion that areas of high visitor pressure are likely to coincide with areas of lower nightjar density, is neither remarkable or surprising.

The corollary, that nightjars are likely to prefer areas of lower visitor pressure aligns with common sense and is not at all controversial. 
It demonstrates the principle of successful co existence. 
The unarguable conclusion contained in the report is that nightjar numbers have markedly increased between the two survey dates and that they prefer to, and do, settle in areas that are under low visitor pressure.

Settling in such areas reduces their vulnerability to additional recreational use of the more popular areas. 

The report fails to prove the link between urban extent and nightjar numbers in respect of the TBHSPA for the 5km area proposed in the DP.

We conclude that the report gives no support for the contention that the integrity of the TBHSPA is under threat from the existing level of housing or the associated current use. 

Nor does it demonstrate a threat to integrity from the additional housing proposed in the South East Plan.

It does however helpfully identifies some additional access management options that could be explored (page 69/70)

R H Hutton

Howard Hutton & Associates 

January 2007 
�     Morris Valley Country Park, Dorset model C3 predicts 323,000 visits per annum, C5 predicts 38,325 visits per annum. Actual 700,000. Look Out, Bracknell model C3 predicts 118,000 visits per annum, C5 predicts 149,741 visits per annum. Actual 601,570 (see other examples page 66)
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