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HERTFORDSHIRE ECOLOGY 
Environmental Resource Planning, County Hall, Hertford, Herts, SG13 8DN 

ecology@hertfordshire.gov.uk 
Tel: 01992 555220 

 
Felicity Hart  Ask for: Bernie Fleming 
Spatial Planning & Economy  Tel: 01992-555220 
Hertfordshire County Council    
County Hall    
Pegs Lane    
Hertford SG13 8DN  Date: 17 June  2016 

Dear Felicity, 

3/0776/16 

Application for the phased extraction of 2.6 million tonnes of sand and gravel, a mobile dry 

screening plant, stockpile area, weighbridge, wheel cleaning facilities, ancillary site offices, 

together with construction of a new access onto Wadesmill Road and phased restoration of 

landscaped farmland at a lower level at Land at Ware Park, Wadesmill Road, Hertfordshire 

Thank you for consulting Hertfordshire Ecology via your email of 23 March 2016; I apologise for the 

delay with this reply. 

Over a period of up to 15 years, this proposal anticipates the extraction of 2.6 million tonnes of sand 

and gravel from a 36.1ha site north of Bengeo in a series of phased workings from south to north.  

Although currently dominated by arable farmland, the application site lies immediately adjacent to the 

Waterford Heath Local Nature Reserve (LNR), and the ‘St John’s Wood, Rickneys Quarry’ and 

Waterford Heath (North & South) Local Wildlife Sites (LWS).  These represent components of national 

and county-wide networks of protected areas, respectively; St John’s Wood LWS also supports 

ancient woodland, a feature listed on s41 of the NERC Act as a habitat of principal importance and 

identified by the NPPF as an irreplaceable resource. 

The application is accompanied by an Environmental Statement (ES) and an Ecological Appraisal (D 

K Symes/Liz Lake Associates November 2015) which incorporate the (complete or summarised) 

findings of) bat, badger, botanical and reptile surveys dating back to 2013.  In brief, these conclude 

that the implementation of mitigation measures (including, inter alia, woodland and hedgerow 

creation, the installation of bat boxes and bespoke measures to safeguard badgers and bats) would 

remove ecological constraints from the application.  It anticipates that the mitigation plan will ‘… 

enhance the network of habitats present in and around the site in the long term’ (s1.1.1). 

However, these documents contain shortcomings in terms of the site description, impact assessment 

and mitigation and this conclusion cannot yet be substantiated.  Initial thoughts on these issues are 

provided in turn below but further information will be required before definitive views can be provided.  

Note that paragraph numbers refer primarily to the ecological appraisal; references to paragraph 

numbers in the ES are preceded by ‘ES’. 

Site description: 

I have no reason to doubt the suitability or outcomes of the bat, habitat and reptile surveys.  However, 

the absence of a farmland bird survey is surprising.  Both summer and winter populations of these 

characteristic species, including many of conservation concern, have experienced enormous declines 

in recent decades.  Ad hoc observations (s2.3.21) confirm the presence of ‘red list’ species on the site 

but cannot be relied upon to inform a valid assessment of the importance of the site or otherwise.  

The claim (s2.3.1) that arable farmland ‘is generally unsuitable for most statutorily protected or other 

notable species’ cannot be justified at this stage.  Similar comments can apply to the presence of 

brown hares (also listed on s41 of the NERC Act), confirmed on site via casual observations with no 

further attempt to substantiate this. 
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In addition, whilst there is no reason to doubt the description of the adjacent badger sett, there is no 

evidence to suggest that efforts were made to explore their use of the arable fields for foraging or 

whether this social group also utilised outlier and subsidiary setts, or indeed, if other social groups 

occupy territories nearby (s2.3.3).  Whilst additional, future surveys proposed will aid understanding of 

this sett throughout the life of the project, the existing uncertainty requires action now. 

Policy and best practice clearly advocate that decision-makers must be aware of the biodiversity 

value of a development site prior to determination yet at present, it is clear that either considerable 

gaps in the knowledge base of the site remain or that insufficient evidence has been put forward to 

explain why further survey is not required.  This requires remedy before this application can be 

determined. 

Impact assessment 

Best practice encourage that specific guidelines are followed to enable consistent analysis and 

evaluation, yet no reference to established industry standards is made here.  Furthermore, other than 

in bespoke species surveys there is no reference to published literature to support the outcomes 

made.  This casts doubt on the outcomes. 

This is compounded by the shortcomings of the site description which means there is reduced 

confidence in the modest impacts predicted for badgers, farmland birds and hares (s4.1).  This is then 

further compromised by the lack of a clear description of the physical parameters of the proposed 

development to inform the impact assessment exercise. 

More specifically, whilst groundwater impacts have been reviewed, uncertainty surrounding the 

impact the depression would create on surface and sub-surface flows within the adjacent woodland 

(and possibly other habitats as well)  requires further scrutiny; indeed, the need for hydrological 

review was highlighted in the ecological appraisal (s4.1.13) but does not appear to have been 

pursued.  Whilst direct losses of woodland and hedgerow are likely to be modest, without further 

hydrological studies, adverse, indirect effects on adjacent protected areas cannot be ruled out 

(s2.2.8). 

As they currently stand, these issues not only undermine attempts to evaluate the impacts in terms of 

local and national policy, especially the ancient woodland, but also compromise the design of the 

mitigation strategy.  This is illustrated by the suggestion that artificial recharge is adopted (s4.1.13) to 

ameliorate unquantified hydrological impacts; this is not a sustainable solution and is not appropriate 

for an irreplaceable habitat. 

Furthermore, the arguments to suggest that dust will not threaten adjacent, ancient woodland are not 

compelling.  For example, whilst it is reasonable to presume that prevailing winds may well reduce the 

threat to habitats to the west of the site, this same factor will only increase the threat to the ancient 

woodland to the north.  Elsewhere, other explanations lack consistency or explanation with, for 

instance, dust dismissed as a threat as a consequence of the high moisture content of the deposit 

whereas impacts on groundwater are also dismissed as the deposit is dry (ES s6.2.7). 

Conversely, the suggested need to obtain a licence from Natural England to allow the felling of a 

possible bat roost with only one record of an emerging bat in 2013 (s2.3.8) seems very precautionary 

when additional survey may more accurately determine the best course of action. 

On the basis of existing information, the modest impacts suggested (s4.1) cannot be relied upon and 

both direct and indirect, adverse effects on protected sites, species and habitats cannot be ruled out. 

Mitigation 

Shortcomings described above make it difficult to accept the mitigation measures suggested and 

claims that additional measures are not needed (s4.2.9) cannot, at present be accepted. 

For example, the ability of the 20m buffer to prevent harm arising to the protected sites, especially the 

ancient woodland, from dust or from changes in surface drainage cannot be determined with the 
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necessary certainty especially given that the exact width is confusingly described (s4.1.13).  Similarly, 

it is insufficient to simply rely on the basis that it exceeds the 15m minimum suggested by Natural 

England; each case must be determined on its own merits and is very dependent on the type and 

intensity of the adjacent land use. 

Both policy and best practice clearly advocate the delivery of biodiversity gain from development yet 

here, the restoration proposals promote a predominantly agricultural afteruse (s4.2.10 and Plan Nos. 

1217/CO/1, 1217/PO/1 and 1217/R/1).  Little evidence is provided to support this approach and 

although biodiversity gain is claimed described, prospective benefits are few and challengeable, and 

casual claims to provide ‘wildlife links’ remain unjustified (21.1.1 & 4.1.16).   

For example, proposals for the establishment of calcareous grassland creation in and around the 

balancing pond are not compelling (s4.12.5), and the composition of wildflower grass mixes is not 

specified.  Elsewhere, hedgerow creation and the creation of woodland glades might be more 

appropriate, yet tree planting, immediately adjacent to the existing ancient woodland (s6.2.8), could 

place the existing woodland edge in shade and destroy its light-demanding communities rather than 

enhancing them (s4.1.8).  This unnecessary replacement of an existing, ancient woodland edge 

(identified to be of high regional value (s3.3.4) with a newly created and far less diverse one is 

unnecessary and unacceptable; a more effective option would be to simply create a wide ride 

between the old and the new that would retain the existing communities and provide new 

opportunities for others.  However, even the proposed species composition remains undefined 

(s4.2.10) and only a three-year aftercare period (five years in the ES) is proposed (s4.2.2); this is 

inadequate when establishing ‘semi-natural’ habitats. 

Furthermore, the area of woodland created appears to be more a reflection of the finished landform 

and the difficulties of farming slopes on land ‘too steep to cultivate’ (s4.12) than a considered 

approach to delivering biodiversity gain.  Similarly, there is insufficient evidence provided to justify the 

erection of eight bat boxes (s4.2.5) in an area with only modest bat populations.  A more appropriate 

solution might simply be to establish better foraging habitat for bats across the landholding. 

In addition, the inclusion of 43 pages of data derived from the HERC within the appendix is confusing 

and unhelpful as it does not appear to inform any aspect of the appraisal.  It should either be removed 

or evaluated. 

Even within these constraints, however, the proposed development still provides enormous potential 

for delivering biodiversity gain which would better meet the aspirations of national (the NPPF) and 

local policy but which could, importantly, also continue to form part of a commercial farming 

enterprise.  This could take the form of an alternative, more appropriate mitigation strategy that would 

embrace elements of the existing proposals such as new woodland and hedgerow creation, expand 

these to protect, enhance and manage adjacent woodland and draw on best practise elsewhere to 

adopt more extensive, but still commercially viable, arable farming practices to provide real and 

sustainable gains in biodiversity.  Taking these in turn, the following measures, described in the 

briefest of details, should be considered: 

Woodland: 

Woodland and hedgerow creation should comprise appropriate species of local provenance, possibly 

drawn from seed from the neighbouring woodlands.  The extent of these new features should be 

designed to complement the current woodlands, maintaining existing edges, rides and glades.  All 

should benefit from a prolonged, bespoke management regime that is not dependent on agricultural 

practice.  This could usefully be extended beyond the red line boundary to incorporate the 

management of existing woodland in the LNR and LWS, in other ownerships, with the aim of 

improving their conservation status and improving their resilience to the indirect effects of extraction. 
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Arable: 

RSPBs ‘Hope Farm’ in Cambridgeshire provides direct evidence of how normal agricultural practices 

can be adapted to incorporate measures including, inter alia, spring-sown cereals with ‘skylark 

patches’, ‘beetle banks’ and wide field margins within a functioning, commercial enterprise.  These 

measures could easily be adopted here and, importantly, could be sustained in perpetuity by normal 

agricultural activities and machinery. 

Summary 

Overall, the current proposal is flawed in terms of inadequate site description, impact assessment and 

mitigation and fails to provide the certainty required of a development of this scale in this location.  It 

is unacceptable and should not be consented in its current form. 

However, these shortcomings can be rectified.  The production of a more comprehensive site 

description (that may or may not require additional survey) would inform a more thorough impact 

assessment that could then influence the design of a suitable restoration programme; the latter should 

be designed to protect and enhance adjacent habitats and features in the long-term and better meet 

the expectations of local and national policy. 

I hope these comments are helpful. 

Best wishes, 

Bernie Fleming 

Ecology Advisor, Hertfordshire Ecology 

Providing ecological advice to Hertfordshire's Local Authorities and communities 

http://www.rspb.org.uk/forprofessionals/farming/hopefarm/

