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TBH/27/6
To the Assessor, Thames Basin Heaths  SPA Technical Sessions

South East Plan Examination-in-Public

12 January 2007

Dear Mr Burley,

Site conservation objectives and assessment of site integrity

The RSPB and the Wildlife Trusts in the SE promised to reflect on the discussions of this issue at the Second Technical Meeting (18-20 December 2006) to consider  whether to request your permission to submit a short paper to provide some much needed clarity, given the obfuscatory nature of some of the submissions at the meeting.

Circumstances over the Christmas and New Year break and subsequently have conspired such that we have not been able to compose a structured written submission. But we would like to present to you a few points, which we hope will assist you in your deliberations:

· The majority of available Natura 2000 site conservation objectives are qualitative, rather than quantitative, be they in draft or final form. This is understandable and is in part due to the challenge in reducing complex ecological processes to simple but pertinent numerical measures. This is further aggravated by the relative paucity of funding for appropriate scientific research to enable robust quantitative measures to be determined with confidence. However, this does not present a barrier to assessing the effects of plans or projects on Natura 2000 site integrity. The application of expert judgement based on the best available scientific research and knowledge is a well understood and accepted approach in this context.

· The frequent reference by EDP to quantitative site conservation objectives based on 5-year peak means
 is misleading and unhelpful.  EDP seems not to have understood that the only species to which this can be applied currently are wintering populations of waterfowl and waders. This is clearly evident by examination of the Solent European Marine site, which EDP submits as an example of a site for which conservation objectives have been set.  These data are derived from regular monthly surveys under the comprehensive and long-running UK-wide Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS), linked to wider international surveys, that use a large network of volunteers to count wintering ducks, waders, geese and swans principally in coastal sites in Europe.  In this context, the use by Natural England of 5-year peak means is both possible and appropriate.

· In contrast, applying this approach to scarce and secretive heathland bird species is not as straightforward as EDP have implied. It is readily apparent from the Technical Meeting discussions on the emerging scientific research that there is insufficient scientific research to provide a clear understanding of the natural population fluctuations (numbers, productivity and distribution within the SPA) of any of these species, either at site or population level. Therefore, it is not yet possible to secure the necessary agreement on a UK-wide approach to establishing quantitative measures that could be included in site conservation objectives. We consider it misleading to suggest that Natural England could have done so.

· We refer you to the RSPB’s submission to the First Technical Meeting (answers to Q1), which sets out the correct approach to determining the favourable conservation status of the SPA for the 3 heathland bird species (c.f. the clearly incorrect use in this context of the population at the time of designation suggested by EDP). At present, it is not yet possible to provide a quantitative approach to ‘favourable conservation status’ for these species at this site. However, we note that the Footprint Ecology research (TBH23/10) demonstrates that nightjars are avoiding significant areas of otherwise suitable habitat within the SPA due to recreational disturbance.  In our view this means that, on distribution alone, nightjars are at an unfavourable conservation status within the SPA as they are not occupying their potential area of distribution due to recreational disturbance, compounding any problems associated with habitat quality.  Clearly, this undermines site integrity, as the nightjar population is unable to maintain itself as a viable component of its natural habitat across the whole site, and its natural range (at site level) is being reduced and is likely to be further reduced
.

	Ian Hepburn

Director, Regional Conservation Policy

Wildlife Trusts in the South East
	Andrew Dodd

Head of Site Conservation Policy

Royal Society for the Protection of Birds


� Extracted from the notes to the standard Natural England ‘Favourable Condition Table’. The specific text reference is “Annual counts for qualifying bird species will be used by English Nature, in the context of five year peak means, together with available information on UK population and distribution trends, to assess whether the SPA is continuing to make an appropriate contribution to the Favourable Conservation Status of the species across Europe.”


� The Habitats Directive defines species conservation status as follows (highlights in bold text added):


“… conservation status of a species means the sum of the influences acting on the species concerned that may affect the long-term distribution and abundance of its populations within the territory referred to in Article 2;


The conservation status will be taken as 'favourable' when:


- population dynamics data on the species concerned indicate that it is maintaining itself on a long-term basis as a viable component of its natural habitats, and


- the natural range of the species is neither being reduced nor is likely to be reduced for the foreseeable future, and


- there is, and will probably continue to be, a sufficiently large habitat to maintain its populations on a long-term basis; (Habitats Directive Art 1(i))
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