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The RSPB submissions show clear, statistically significant evidence that breeding success factors for each of the three Annex 1 species are negatively affected by high visitor pressure.
The recent Footprint Ecology report adds to this by showing the current impact on the SPA. Together this evidence brings to the Thames Basin Heaths a heavy weight of high quality science, which convinces Natural England that there is already a substantial impact, which could be made worse by residential development.

We have submitted as evidence David Tyldesley Associates’ report on authoritative decisions, which shows that over the last year, most inspectors have applied the precautionary principle and accepted English Nature’s and Natural England’s interpretation of likely significant effect. The Peer Review accepted that the likely significant effect of residential development could not be dismissed, as has the legal opinion received by the local authorities. In this context the legal opinion obtained by the Home Builder’s Federation from Robin Purchas appears to be an outlier and should be given low weight.

The BBOWT evidence shows that decisions which provide guidance on the scale of effect which is significant, suggest that very small percentage effects should be considered significant. In short the tests of Regulation 48 are very strict.

The reason for putting forward a strategic response was the difficulty which local planning authorities and developers were having with assessment on a case by case basis. We heard at the last session, from LPAs, that windfall applications were making up a large proportion of housing delivery. The in-combination test for each application needs to considered  at the whole site scale. The need for the whole site approach, and the very large number of planning applications involved, mean that a strategic, generic approach would be most efficient.
We have done no more than present the SANGS approach as a practicable, common sense way forward, that is as flexible as possible and considers both quantitative and qualitative factors. Its strength is that each SANGS can be thoroughly considered, and made functional as an avoidance measure, whilst all the individual developments linked to it would not need to be assessed in detail for their effects on the SPA.

Interim strategies have already provided a good impression of the workability of SANGS, which the competent authorities have relied upon in concluding that developments would have no likely significant effect or no adverse effect on the integrity of the SPA.

The SEERA audit of potential SANGS provides further evidence that the SANGS approach is workable. The latest discounted figure of 1117ha of ‘possible’ or better land for SANGS, already identified, compares very favourably with the 1132ha of  land which we have speculated would need to be identified over 20 years.

Is the SANGS approach fair? Yes, because it aims only to address the potential impacts of new development and does not lean on new development to reverse the existing impacts on the SPA.

And is it proportional? This relates to the question of how much the human population will rise around the SPA. The Delivery Plan approach, if it is linked to occupancy rates, means that the lower the increase in population the less SANGS land would be required. It can be built in that it is proportional.

Natural England is committed to the three pronged approach. Habitat management is carried out largely to meet our existing obligations under Article 6.2 and embodied in the Public Service Agreement target for the restoration of SSSIs. The only potential exception to this is additional forest clearance, over that required by the conservation objectives. Defence Estates has already said that it is not willing to clear additional forest. We can only speculate as towhther others will come forward with proposals for forest clearance but we will consider any proposals that do come forward.
As to access management, it is potentially part of the strategic solution, but it is not ready yet. We have grave reservations about the practicality of access management, and we have heard from the wildlife trusts about the difficulties they have had with it. Much of what is possible as access management may be necessary for maintenance of the SPA. We need to establish a partnership approach to access management and gain further practical experience.

SANGS on the other hand can and are being put in place now. The Delivery Standards can be refined as we proceed, starting from a precautionary point. 16 and 8ha are precautionary. We have put forward research to refine the standards during these technical sessions, and these research proposals have already been accepted by Government.

It is time to move forward. Let’s go for it: enable housing and safeguard the SPA.
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