TBH SPA Technical Session – HBF Summary

HBF’s position on the delivery plan advocated by Natural England is best and most concisely summed up by reference to the work of Anderson; Hans Christian Anderson in the form of his tale of an emperor with a love of new clothes. We have the delivery plan paraded before us as the finest most marvellous thing known to man. But we all know what happened to the emperor as he ended up naked in the streets. And as has become evident through these seven days of technical sessions, the evidence on which the delivery plan is based is thinner than the emperors new clothes, which is pretty thin !

It is HBF’s view that the evidence is lacking on the following grounds. It is

· particularly poorly supported by evidence of the extent of recreational impacts on the SPA with NE interpreting any additional impact as a “significant” impact which is plainly wrong

· there is a lack of evidence of impacts caused by the occupiers of new housing as opposed to other existing impacts

· there is a lack of evidence of significant impact to any degree in the light of the conservation objectives of the SPA and the evidence which relates to those objectives (i.e. bird numbers)

· the delivery plan ignores more robust, credible evidence to the contrary. The EDP study highlighted that the key relationship is between the habitat of the SPA and bird numbers, not people and bird numbers.

· it is based on a mis-interpretation of the requirements of the habitats regulations – a fact raised in the legal opinion of Robin Purchas QC and one not substantially challenged by any party throughout the technical sessions – other than in respect of when it is appropriate to use an in-combination assessment

Perhaps most importantly is the lack of evidence for SANGS. The delivery plan claims to be a three pronged approach but the reality is that it is almost exclusively a SANGS-led agenda. This despite the fact that there is a complete lack of evidence that mitigation in the form of SANGS will actually mitigate the impact of development in the way required by the habitats regulations. 

Rob Cameron said this morning when discussing the access management study that NE “would advise against reliance on marginal or uncertain mitigation measures”. If ever there was a marginal or uncertain mitigation measure then it is SANGS.

We are expected to “suck-it-and-see” in so far as the effectiveness of SANGS is concerned. HBF is concerned that this is a double standard in that we are not allowed to “suck-it-and-see” in terms of the minimal impact on the SPA caused by new development – at least in the next few years and most likely for the full timescale of the SE Plan itself.

We operate a plan led system founded on the principle of soundness and the need for policy and decisions to be based on robust and credible evidence. Our view is that the lack of evidence for much of the delivery plan approach means that it must not be used for development control or policy purposes as it is fundamentally unsound.

So where next ?

1. On the basis of the above HBF suggests that there is no need for a strategic solution to the SPA issue. We suggest that this is a matter for determination by the competent authorities who are charged with the responsibility of implementing the requirements of the Habitats Regulations and balancing this with their traditional role as LPA which involves taking into account all other material planning considerations based on evidence, sound planning and common sense

2. If there is a need for a policy in the SE Plan then it need be no more than the opening paragraph of the policy as it is currently drafted in the sub-regional sections of the Plan.

3. If you Sir are persuaded by any of the arguments put from this side of the table then the most important consideration is that any recommendations should be clear about what action is to be taken, by whom and by when. We need clearly expressed views on the your 16 original questions. We simply do not have the luxury of time and the moratorium on new permissions must not go on any longer while further research is carried out or evidence collated. 

4. If our arguments are not accepted, and it is felt that some form of strategic approach is needed, then notwithstanding our over-arching position, we commend the common sense approach currently being implemented in Dorset. This approach has now been adopted and being implemented and is based largely on access and habitat management with much less reliance on SANGS.

