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Sub-matter 8Hiv/8Jiv: Combined Thames Basin Heaths SPA

8Hiv/8Jiv.1
What are the implications of the Assessor’s Report, and taking account of the Appropriate Assessment, on the ability of the two sub-regions to achieve the housing provision figures in the draft RSS, and on any alternative growth levels and spatial options examined?

Surrey Wildlife Trust welcomes the production of the Assessor's report and appreciates that it is a fair analysis of the available information and provides a properly considered opinion.  However we feel that whilst it contains many positive aspects, the Trust has a number of concerns regarding its overall implications for the Thames Basin Heaths SPA. The Trust will leave detailed discussion of the interpretation of European Legislation and regional policies to other organisations and focus on the delivery of conservation within the SPA.

Surrey Wildlife Trust welcomes the following aspects of the report:

· Recognition that, with no agreed mitigation, additional housing around the SPA will have a significant adverse impact on the heathlands and bird populations

· Recognition that developments should take account of the distance from the SPA

· Awareness that other types of developments apart from housing may have a significant impact and that these should be properly assessed.

· The potential role for SANGS in reducing visitor pressure.

· The emphasis placed on further survey work and the ongoing monitoring of the SPA in the future.

· Recognition that access management is an important element of mitigation

· The appreciation of the need for resources to be provided by central and regional government as well as from developments.

· The recommendation that each site should produce a detailed access and habitat management plan.

· The need to ensure a strategic approach towards the SPA, housing and other issues, involving a variety of partners.

The Trust has specific reservations regarding the following aspects of the report, which we will address in more detail below.

· The threshold of 10 houses for mitigation

· The concept of  "Sensitive Areas"

· Details of the proposed zones

· SANGS standards

· The role of Wildlife Trusts in the management of SANGS

· The details of the proposed Strategic Partnership

The 10 house threshold

The report contains a great deal of discussion regarding the effects of  "In combination", the difficulties for small developers and the effect of distance from the SPA. The Assessor recommends that developments of less than 10 houses should not be required to provide mitigation (unless within 1km of "Sensitive Area" – see below). Surrey Wildlife Trust is particular concerned at this aspect. The Assessor recognises the potential cumulative impact of many small developments (Para 4.1.26), and also appears to recognise the need to include both existing and future projects. The Trust feels that the appropriate response to the uncertainty surrounding cumulative effects is to require mitigation from all developments regardless of the size. This has the advantage of creating clarity for both developers and LAs as well as making a contribution towards ensuring that mitigation is adequately resourced. Additionally the Trust shares the view that setting any minimum threshold would mean that the SEP could not pass an Appropriate Assessment, because of the potential cumulative effects 

The Trust feels that given the likely level of any financial contribution this will not adversely affect Affordable Housing developments. 

Sensitive Areas
The Assessor introduces the concept of  "Sensitive Areas" (Para 4.4.26), relating to the level of recreational activity. The Trust feels that though this is an interesting and potentially useful concept, it is much less clear that it is derived from reliable data or that it can be implemented practically. As sites will be subject to considerable alteration through access and habitat management, areas identified as "Sensitive" will change continually. It would also add a potentially confusing issue for developers and LAs to incorporate when considering planning applications. We would suggest that the concept be reviewed when all sites have agreed long-term access and habitat management plan and when there is more data on the behaviour and impact of visitors to the heaths

As we believe that the concept should be excluded for the foreseeable future this would entail changes to the effect of the proposed zones. The Trust believes that all residential development schemes should have a requirement for mitigation within the 1km zone (see below for discussion of distances)

Proposed zones
The Assessor has recommended changes to the zones proposed by NE. We agree that the 400m zone should remain, but feel that this would be simpler and more effective if potential barriers to cats were excluded. We feel that there is likely to be dispute as to what constitutes a barrier and would note that many cats range well beyond 400m. As regarding the 2km zone, the Assessor suggests this should be reduced to 1km. The Assessor notes that a 1.5km distance would capture the majority of foot visitors and a substantial proportion of car users. As the zones are intended to mitigate access to the sites then, in the absence of reliable data from other sources, this is clearly the most appropriate distance to use. We agree with the other submissions and recommend that a 1.5km distance be used.

The Assessor recommends that a travel distance rather than linear distance be used for the zones beyond 400m. We believe that this be impractical and difficult for LA staff to implement consistently. The Trust recommends using the simpler linear approach for all the zones, and would argue that this can be better supported by the available information. We welcome the Assessor's view that the distance should be measured to the closest part of the SPA, rather than closest access point.

SANGS Standards
The report recommends a number of changes to the NE draft plan, in particular in reduction in provision of SANGS to a single tier of 8ha per 1000 population. We accept that there is no strong evidence for a 16ha tier, but find the HBF approach neither convincing nor critically sustainable. As the provision of SANGS is clearly a critical element in the long term sustainability of the SPA we would recommend that this aspect of the report be reconsidered. If this cannot be done in the short term then a clear mechanism should be identified for assessing the state of the SPA and reviewing the SANG provision.

The report also considers the location, size and distribution of SANGS and the Trust strongly supports the strategic approach towards SANGS and the need to ensure that they are located appropriately in relation to the heaths and developments.

Wildlife Trust and SANGS
Strategic Partnership. The assessor states (Para. 4.6.34) that the Wildlife trusts’ prime objective is nature conservation and that this conflicts with the value of the SANGS for communities and recreation. Arising from this the Assessor states that SANGS will generally be managed by Local Authorities and new, separate trusts. Whilst recognising the invaluable contribution of the different local authorities, Surrey Wildlife Trust feels that this represents a serious misunderstanding of the role of the Trusts and their approach towards integrating people and wildlife in the management of all sites. Surrey Wildlife Trust manages over 3176 Ha of heathland, representing some 38% of the SPA. We manage these areas on behalf of and in partnership with Surrey County Council and the MoD. Much of the land is Common land, where the right for access and recreational use is enshrined in law. Our partners require us to meet these recreational and access needs as well as delivering nature conservation objectives. Promoting appreciation of the countryside and involving local communities is a core role of the Trust. Along with the other Trusts and other organisations we have considerable experience of managing both access and wildlife sustainable. 

Whilst welcoming the proposed Strategic Partnership, we feel very strongly that a successful partnership has to include the Wildlife Trusts as major land managers as well as SEERA, LAs and NE. The Partnership should be established as early as possible and have a clear remit and responsibilities. This should include ensuring that SEERA and LAs respond appropriately to the results of monitoring of the SPA and potential changes to housing allocations . The Trust welcomes the Assessor's suggestion that a joint DPD be produced, however the work should be undertaken before the first adoption of the SE Plan.

In conclusion we wish to reiterate our willingness to help NE, the LAs, developers and others to continue to develop their approach to the dilemma of balancing the demands of people for housing and their needs for social, environmental benefits that a healthy environment brings. The issues are complex, but solutions are available if all the bodies involved cooperate effectively. Surrey Wildlife Trust recommends that a Thames Basin Heaths strategic housing delivery plan be produced, as suggested in a previous submission. 
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Further submission following the publication of the Assessor’s Report on the Thames Basin Heaths SPA and Natural England's Draft Delivery Plan
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