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1 Summary 

This report sets out a Habitats Regulations Assessment of Breckland Council’s Site Specific Policies 

and Proposals Document.  This document addresses development through much of Breckland 

District, excluding the area around Thetford and Attleborough.   

The process of undertaking a Habitats Regulations Assessment is iterative, taking place alongside the 

development of the plan.  This version of the Assessment considers sites passed to Footprint Ecology 

by Breckland Council in December 2009.    
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4 Introduction 

4.1 Overview of process to date 

4.1.1 The Breckland Site Specific Policies and Proposals Document forms part of the suite of 

development plan documents that make up the Breckland Local Development Framework.  

The Breckland Core Strategy and Development Control Policies Document has been formally 

adopted by Breckland Council, following its Examination in the summer of 2009, where the 

examining Inspector found the document to be sound. 

4.1.2 The Breckland Site Specific Policies and Proposals Document will set out the locations that 

are capable of coming forward for sustainable development in accordance with the 

overarching Core Strategy and Development Control Policies Document.  It will also identify 

where land is protected from development, due to its heritage, environmental or amenity 

value.   The site specific proposals will identify the wide range of land allocations that are 

necessary to deliver the Breckland Core Strategy, and will include land for housing, 

affordable housing, employment, retail, open space, gypsy and traveller sites.   Separate 

Area Action Plans are currently being produced for Thetford and for Attleborough.  The Site 

Specific Policies and Proposals Document will therefore cover all areas of the District with 

the exception of these two areas.  The Breckland Site Specific Policies and Proposals 

Document has progressed through its Issues and Options consultation in 2008, which 

resulted in responses proposing a further batch of potential sites.  An Additional Sites 

Document was then produced by the Council for further consultation in Spring 2009, and the 

outcome of both rounds of consultation is the identification of a suite of preferred and 

alternative sites that now need to be assessed under the various sustainability and 

environmental assessment processes, in order to refine the site specific policies and 

proposals. 

4.1.3 The Core Strategy and Development Control Policies Document has been produced in 

accordance with the East of England Regional Spatial Strategy (EERSS), which has now been 

published in its final form by the East of England Government Office, incorporating the 

Secretary of State’s Proposed Changes.  The Core Strategy and Development Control Policies 

Document sets out a focus of growth towards Thetford and Attleborough, in accordance 

with regional policy.  However, the sustainable development of Breckland as a whole 

demands further allocations in the other market towns and those Local Service Centre 

villages identified for growth.    

4.1.4 Breckland has a rich natural heritage with the benefit of sites designated for their wildlife 

interest at a European level.  Breckland’s European wildlife sites have a range of interest 

features that have the potential to be directly and indirectly affected by the close proximity 

of development.  In order to ensure that the Breckland Site Specific Policies and Proposals 

Document is compliant with the requirements of the Conservation of Habitats and Species 

Regulations 2010, Breckland District Council have now commenced an assessment of the 

policies and proposals that will be put forward within the document, in terms of their 

implications for European wildlife sites, i.e. a Habitats Regulations Assessment of the plan.  A 

Habitats Regulations Assessment was completed for the Breckland Core Strategy and 
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Development Control Policies Document1, and presented to the Inspector at the document’s 

Examination.  This document and its findings had considerable weight in the Examination 

discussions surrounding the impacts of the Strategy on European sites, and now provides a 

good foundation upon which the Habitats Regulations Assessment of the Breckland Site 

Specific Policies and Proposals Document can be developed.    

4.1.5 Breckland District Council has appointed Footprint Ecology, in association with David 

Tyldesley and Associates, to take forward the Habitats Regulations Assessment of the Site 

Specific Policies and Proposals Document.  The authors are the same as those for the 

Habitats Regulations Assessment of the Breckland Core Strategy and Development Control 

Policies Document.  The Habitats Regulations Assessment of the Site Specific Policies and 

Proposals Document therefore benefits from this continuity.  This report sets out the 

Habitats Regulations Assessment of the Site Specific Policies and Proposals Document to 

date.  The Habitats Regulations Assessment process is continual and iterative, informing the 

progression of the document to submission.  This report provides a record of assessment, 

but remains in working draft form, continually updated until its final version is submitted to 

the Planning Inspectorate alongside the submission of the Breckland Site Specific Policies 

and Proposals Document. 

4.2 Background to the Habitats Regulations Assessment 

4.2.1 The Conservation (Natural Habitats &c.) Regulations 1994, normally referred to as the 

‘Habitats Regulations,’ transposed the requirements of the European Habitats Directive 

19922 into UK law.   These Regulations and subsequent amendments have recently been 

consolidated to form the Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2010, which 

come into force on the 1st April 2010.  The European Directive and UK Regulations afford 

protection to plants, animals and habitats that are rare or vulnerable in a European context.    

4.2.2 Earlier European legislation, known as the Birds Directive 19793, protects rare and vulnerable 

birds and their habitats and includes the requirement for all Member States to classify 

‘Special Protection Areas’ (SPA) for birds.   This involves each State identifying the most 

suitable areas of land, water and sea for the protection of rare and vulnerable species listed 

in the Directive, and areas which are important for migratory species, such as large 

assemblages of waterfowl.  

4.2.3 The Habitats Directive increased the protection afforded to plants, habitats and animals 

other than birds, through stricter protection of species and by the creation of ‘Special Areas 

of Conservation’ (SAC).   This required each State, working in bio-geographical regions, to 

designate the best areas for habitats and species listed in annexes to the Directive.   Article 

6(1) and (2) of the Habitats Directive impose duties on Member States to establish ecological 

conservation management measures for these areas, to avoid deterioration of their natural 

                                                             
1 Liley, D., Hoskin, R., Underhill-Day, J. and Tyldesley, D. 2008. Habitat Regulations Assessment: Breckland 
Council Submission Core Strategy and Development Control Policies Document.  Footprint Ecology, Wareham, 
Dorset.  Report for Breckland District Council. 
2 Council Directive on the conservation of natural habitats and of wild fauna and flora of 21st May 1992 
(92/43/EEC) 
3
 Council Directive on the conservation of wild birds of 2

nd
 April 1979 (70/409/EEC) 
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habitats and the habitats of species, and to avoid significant disturbance of the species in the 

areas.   

4.2.4 Importantly, by virtue of Article 7 of the Habitats Directive, the procedures relating to the 

protection of SAC equally apply to SPA.   Article 7 of the Habitats Directive supersedes the 

previous requirements of the first sentence of Article 4(4) of the Birds Directive.  

4.2.5 It should be noted that SPAs and SACs include European Marine Sites, which are designated 

sites below Highest Astronomical Tide.   In addition, European Offshore Marine Sites (EOMS) 

are also part of the suite of internationally protected sites.   Although outside the direct 

jurisdiction of local planning authorities, there is the potential for indirect effects upon 

European Offshore Marine Sites as a result of plans or projects under local planning 

authority control.    

4.2.6 The UK is also a contracting party to the Ramsar Convention4.  This is a global convention to 

protect wetlands of international importance, especially those wetlands utilised as 

waterfowl habitat.   In order to ensure compliance with the requirements of the Convention, 

the UK Government expects all competent authorities to treat listed Ramsar sites as if they 

are part of the suite of designated European sites, as a matter of policy5.   Most Ramsar sites 

are also a SPA or SAC, but the Ramsar features and boundary lines may vary from those for 

which the site is designated as a SPA or SAC.  Collectively proposed and classified SPA, SAC 

and EOMS are referred to in this assessment as European sites.  Article 6(3) and (4) of the 

Habitats Directive, and Regulations 48 and 85A - 85E of the Habitats Regulations, impose 

duties on all public bodies to follow strict regulatory procedures in order to protect the 

European sites from the effects of plans or projects.    

4.2.7 Until recently, the assessment of the potential effects of a spatial or land use plan upon 

European sites was not considered a requirement of the Habitats Directive.   A judgment of 

the European Court of Justice6 required the UK to extend the requirements of Article 6(3) 

and (4) of the Directive to include the assessment of the potential effects of spatial and land 

use plans on European sites.   The Habitats Regulations were been amended accordingly7, 

and this requirement now forms part of the consolidated 2010 Regulations. 

 

                                                             
4  Convention on wetlands of international importance especially as waterfowl habitat, Ramsar, Iran, 2/2/71 as 
amended by the Paris protocol of 3/12/92 and the Regina amendments adopted at the extraordinary 
conference of contracting parties at Regina, Saskatchewan, Canada 28/5 – 3/6/87, most commonly referred to 
as the ‘Ramsar Convention.’ 
5 Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, 2005, Planning Policy Statement 9, Biodiversity and Geological 
Conservation, paragraph 6. 
6 ECJ case C-6/04, Commission of the European Communities v United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern 
Ireland, 20th October 2005. 
7
 The addition of Part IVA (Regulations 85A-85E) to the Habitats Regulations in 2007, under the title                        

“Appropriate Assessments for Land Use Plans in England and Wales”. 
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4.3 Outline of the Habitats Regulations Assessment process 

4.3.1 The Habitats Regulations Assessment procedure is outlined in Figure 1 below, which 

illustrates the method of assessment in accordance with Regulation 102 of the 2010 

Regulations.   The site(s) affected could be in or outside the relevant plan area.   Depending 

on the outcome of the Habitats Regulations Assessment, the LPA may need to amend the 

plan to eliminate or reduce potentially damaging effects on the European site.   If adverse 

effects on the integrity of sites cannot be ruled out, the plan can only be adopted where 

there are no alternative solutions that would have a lesser effect and there are imperative 

reasons of overriding public interest sufficient to justify adopting the plan despite its effects 

on the European site(s).   

4.3.2 The Government is likely to expect that a plan will only need to proceed by way of these 

later tests in the most exceptional circumstances because a LPA should, where necessary, 

adapt the plan as a result of the Habitats Regulations Assessment, to ensure that it will not 

adversely affect the integrity of any European site.   

4.3.3 It will be seen that the key stages are screening, scoping, the ‘Appropriate Assessment’, 

introducing mitigation measures, consultation and recording the assessment. 

4.3.4 This Habitats Regulations Assessment has taken account of published guidance and good 

practice, Department for Communities and Local Government, 2006, Planning for the 

Protection of European Sites: Appropriate Assessment under The Conservation (Natural 

Habitats &c) (Amendment) (England and Wales) Regulations 2006: Guidance for Regional 

Spatial Strategies and Local Development Documents; Office of the Deputy Prime Minister 

(ODPM), Circular 6/2005, Department for Environment Food and Rural Affairs Circular 

1/2005, Biodiversity and Geological Conservation: Statutory obligations and their impact 

within the planning system; and Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, 2007, The 

Appropriate Assessment of Spatial Plans in England: A guide to why, when and how to do it. 
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FIGURE 1: OUTLINE OF THE PROCEDURE FOR HABITATS REGULATIONS ASSESSMENT  
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5 Habitats Regulations Assessment of the Breckland Core Strategy 

5.1.1 The Breckland Site Specific Policies and Proposals Document is a suite of policies and site 

allocations that will set out the detail of site specific allocations and the type of development 

proposed for each site.   This is in contrast to the strategic and overarching Core Strategy and 

Development Control Policies Document.    

5.1.2 The Habitats Regulations Assessment of the Breckland Core Strategy and Development 

Control Policies Document was founded upon an extensive evidence base, reference 

documents and scientific research.   It is that evidence base, along with any newly emerging 

additional material that will form the basis of the assessment of Breckland Site Specific 

Policies and Proposals Document.   That work has now been drawn down to the detail of the 

site specific proposals and policies.   The close proximity of European sites to a number of 

towns and villages makes it imperative that this Habitats Regulations Assessment informs 

the location, type and magnitude of growth in and around Breckland, along with robust 

measures to counteract any potential effects. 

5.1.3 The Core Strategy HRA identified the following adverse effects: 

 Reduction in the density of Breckland SPA Annex I bird species (stone curlew, 

nightjar, woodlark) as a result of avoidance of housing 

 Increased levels of recreational activity resulting in increased disturbance to 

Breckland SPA Annex I bird species (stone curlew, nightjar, woodlark). 

 Increased levels of people on and around the heaths, resulting in an increase in 

urban effects such as increased fire risk, fly-tipping, trampling. 

 Increased levels of recreation to the Norfolk Coast (including the Wash), potentially 

resulting in disturbance to interest features and other recreational impacts. 

 Increased water abstraction requirements to meet the additional water supply 

needs. 

 Increased water discharges to meet the additional waste water treatment needs. 

 Increased levels of traffic generated air pollution affecting sensitive features of SAC 

habitats.  

 Potential reduction in the density of Habitats Directive Annex I bird species 

associated with the SPA, due to avoidance of areas close to new roads. 

5.1.4 As a result of the assessment, a detailed package of mitigation measures was identified, 

amendments to the Core Strategy were recommended and additional action highlighted 

where further clarification were necessary.  

5.1.5 The direct effect of built development and road improvements, the indirect effect of 

disturbance to Annex 1 birds, the effects of urbanisation and recreational pressure on the 

north Norfolk coast, were all impacts for which avoidance/mitigation measures were 
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identified and proposed.  The measures included the identification of a zone of 1500m 

around the parts of the Breckland SPA that support stone curlew and a recognition that 

development within 400m of other parts of that SPA (supporting nightjar and woodlark) 

would need careful scrutiny and could only go ahead where it was possible to demonstrate 

no adverse effects on these two species.   

5.1.6 With respect to roads, Breckland District Council were able to confirm that the road 

infrastructure requirements of development proposed within the Core Strategy would need 

to be focused upon the A11 only, thus enabling it to be ascertained that the Core Strategy 

would not result in any adverse effects arising from air pollution as a result road 

improvements within 200m of the Breckland SAC.   

5.1.7 With respect to water demand, water discharge, and the inadequacy of sewer systems to 

cope with flood events, the Core Strategy identified the need for further clarification on 

measures being developed by Anglian Water and the Environment Agency to meet predicted 

demand.   At the time when the HRA was being undertaken on the Core Strategy, the 

Environment Agency was part way through a review of water abstraction licenses, and 

improvements to existing WWTWs and sewer systems were being considered or pursued.   

However, these measures were not guaranteed at the preparation of the HRA and its was 

therefore recommended that a precautionary approach was taken, with housing levels 

above the threshold that could be accommodated by existing abstraction and discharge 

consents being categorised as housing numbers which will only come forward once the 

necessary measures were in place.   This enabled the Core Strategy HRA to conclude that 

there would be no adverse effects upon European sites with water sensitivities.   
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6 European Sites Potentially Affected by the Breckland Site Specific 
Policies and Proposals Document 

6.1.1 The Breckland District lies in an area of considerable importance for nature conservation 

with a number of European sites located within and just outside the District.  The range of 

sites, habitats and designations is complex.  Some of the European Sites include a large 

number of component SSSIs scattered over a broad area (such as the Norfolk Valley Fens 

SAC), others such as the Breckland SPA cover a large area and are virtually contiguous.  In 

some areas both SPA, SAC and Ramsar designations apply, while other parts of sites or areas 

are simply covered by one designation.  A detailed account of all sites relevant to the District 

are given in the Core Strategy HRA (see Table 1 in that document).  From that 

comprehensive table (that includes sites up to 20km from the site boundary) we can 

discount the following sites as not relevant to this assessment: 

 The Wash & North Norfolk Coast SAC, North Norfolk Coast SPA / Ramsar and the 

Wash SPA: the potential impacts from recreational impacts as a result of increased 

day trips etc will not be relevant to these sites as the Core Strategy HRA has 

addressed the issues at a strategic level and for the entire District.  Issues relating to 

water quality may well remain for the Wash however. 

 The Fenland sites (Fenland SAC, Chippenham Fen Ramsar) which are well outside the 

District boundary, have limited public access and will be unaffected by water 

abstraction or discharge.    

 The Rex Graham Reserve (Rex Graham Reserve SAC) is outside the district and is a 

chalk pit, designated as an SAC for the presence of the Annex I habitat semi-natural 

dry grasslands and scrubland chalk faces (important orchid sites).  The 2.67ha site 

supports the largest population of military orchid Orchis militaris in the UK.  The site 

is fenced and wardened and the flowers protected and would not be affected by 

water abstraction.   

 Roydon Common and Dersingham Bog (Roydon Common and Dersingham Bog SAC, 

Dersingham Bog Ramsar, Roydon Common Ramsar) are two sites well beyond the 

District boundary and are not likely to attract people for day visits or from a large 

distance.  Neither site is likely to suffer from water abstraction taking place within 

Breckland District. 

 The Ouse Washes SPA and Ramsar are downstream of the Little Ouse and River 

Wissey and will therefore not be impacted by discharge and were also not identified 

within the Core Strategy HRA as being at risk of impacts from water abstraction. 

6.1.2 The remaining sites are listed in Table 1, where it can be seen that there are three SPAs, six 

SACs and three Ramsar sites are considered relevant to this assessment.  Of these the sites 

around the Wash and those relating to the Broads are both entirely outside the District 

boundary. 



13 

Table 1: European Sites in and around Breckland District relevant to this assessment 

SPA SAC Ramsar 

Broadland Breckland Broadland 

Breckland Norfolk Valley Fens Redgrave & South Lopham Fens 

The Wash River Wensum The Wash 

 The Wash & North Norfolk Coast  

 The Broads  

 Waveney & Little Ouse Valley Fens  

 

6.1.3 Map 1 provides an overview of the District, showing the European Protected sites within and 

just outside the area and the locations of site specific locations addressed within this HRA. 

Detailed accounts of the baseline condition and issues affecting European Protected sites are 

given in the Core Strategy HRA and there is no merit in repeating them here.   
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Map 1: SPA, SAC and Ramsar sites in and around the District, in relation to the site specific options.  Site 

specific options are draft, provided by Breckland District Council in December 2009.  © Crown Copyright.  All 

rights reserved.  Licence Number DBRE004. 
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7 Summary of Evidence and Background Documents that have emerged 
since the Core Strategy HRA 

7.1.1 The Core Strategy HRA lists all the principal information sources that were used, including 

various pieces of research that were commissioned to directly inform and guide spatial 

planning within the District.  Since the publication of the HRA and the subsequent 

Examination in Public, a number of further pieces of research have been produced.  These 

new information sources are summarised here: 

7.2 Woodlark and nightjar nest camera work 

7.2.1 In other parts of the UK, studies of nightjar and woodlark (two of the interest features of 

Breckland SPA) have shown clear impacts of recreational disturbance (Mallord, 2005, 

Mallord et al., 2007a, Mallord et al., 2007b, Clarke et al., 2008, Liley and Clarke, 2003, Liley 

et al., 2006, Murison, 2002, Woodfield and Langston, 2004).  Unintentional disturbance from 

people and their dogs visiting heathland and coniferous woodland is therefore an issue of 

potential concern in the Brecks.  Breckland District Council therefore commissioned UEA to 

undertake research on visitor patterns within Thetford Forest(Dolman et al., 2008), the 

results of which are summarised within the Core Strategy HRA.  UEA and the BTO have also 

been commissioned to look at the breeding ecology of nightjar and woodlark within Thetford 

Forest.   

7.2.2 The study aims to explore the links between disturbance, predation and the nesting 

behaviour of the two species.  The study has used nest cameras with movement sensors to 

record in detail the behaviour of birds at the nest, the frequency with which adults are 

flushed from the nest and the causes of nest loss.  Counts of visitors and predators have also 

taken place, allowing the analysis of the results to determine whether predator abundance 

or rates of nest loss are related to recreational use of the sites.   

7.2.3 The fieldwork has taken place over the spring / summer 2008 and 2009.  The results do not 

present the frequency with which birds were flushed nor do they relate the spatial 

distribution of birds to visitor data.  The results do however provide an indication that nest 

loss is relatively high and that a range of predators are involved.  Most of the predators 

recorded, such as badger and fox are nocturnal, and the results show no indications that 

predator abundance are related to recreational use.  These results do support the results of 

the HRA of the core strategy, which suggested that visitor levels and housing levels around 

the SPA, were much lower than other sites (such as the Dorset Heaths and Thames Basin 

Heaths) where impacts of disturbance and development have been shown. 

7.3 Further analysis of stone curlew data to assess the impacts of improvements to the 
A11 

7.3.1 A scheme involving various improvements to the A11, proposed by the Highways Agency, 

was examined at Public Inquiry in January 2010.  The proposed works include on-line 

widening, a new two level junction and an underpass.  In order to inform the appropriate 

assessment of these works and to provide information at the inquiry, some predictive work 

exploring the impacts of traffic on stone curlew was commissioned.   
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7.3.2 Detailed analysis of the distribution of stone curlew nests in relation to housing and roads 

was already available(Sharp et al., 2008).  This revealed a clear avoidance of housing and 

roads by stone curlews, and as such underpinned much of the recommendations within the 

Core Strategy HRA.  Subsequent further modelling was undertaken for Jacobs Ltd./the 

Highways Agency to inform the potential impacts of an increase in traffic flows on the 

improved A11.  The additional modelling was conducted by staff from Footprint Ecology, 

Bournemouth University and the RSPB and utilised some new data on traffic flows.  The 

work revealed a predicted decrease in stone curlew numbers of between 6.2 and 10.6 pairs 

as a result of a 70% increase in traffic flows.  Also, and in contrast to the earlier work, no 

statistically significant additional relationship with non-trunk A-road traffic could be 

detected.  These additional analyses further highlight the stone curlew as potentially 

vulnerable to the cumulative impacts of development in the Breckland area.   

7.4 Breckland Water Cycle Study Phase 2: Detailed Study 

7.4.1 The Breckland Water Cycle Study has been produced in 2 phases.  A Phase 1 Outline Study 

was completed in May 2008 for Thetford, followed by a Phase 1 Outline Study for the 

remaining parts of the district (November 2008).  Both these Phase 1 reports assessed the 

conditions of various elements of the water cycle in Breckland, including the natural water 

environment and the capacity of the water services infrastructure. The two studies also 

undertook an assessment of the likely growth locations and proposed levels of growth in the 

district, and determined where growth would be achievable within the existing capacity of 

the infrastructure and the water environment.  

7.4.2 The Phase 1 reports informed the strategic approach for growth as set out in the Breckland 

Core Strategy and were important in informing the Core Strategy HRA.   

7.4.3 The Phase 2 detailed study continued on from the Phase 1 studies and was undertaken for 

growth across the district, including Thetford.  The study has been available in draft format 

from late February 2010.  It sets out the detailed solutions required to deliver growth for the 

specific identified preferred development allocations, including detailed information on the 

cost of this infrastructure and the policy required to deliver it.   The outcome has been the 

development of a ‘water cycle strategy’ which informs the site specific DPD of the water 

environment and water infrastructure issues that need to be considered in bringing growth 

forward at various sites. 
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8 Summary of the site specific allocations 

8.1.1 Draft site specific allocations were provided by Breckland District Council in electronic 

format as series of 64 polygons within the GIS.  Most of the polygons are allocated as either 

employment, residential or, in one case, open space. The specific locations fall loosely within 

seven broad areas (see Map 2), and are summarised by these areas in Table 2. 

Table 2: Area (ha) of allocations within different broad areas (see Map 2). 

 Employment Open Space Residential Blank – i.e. no detail of use Grand Total 

Preferred Options 

Dereham 6.59  29.73  36.33 

East Harling   1.79  1.79 

Narborough    2.64 2.65 

Shipdham   4.65  4.65 

Swaffham 8.95  9.89  18.84 

Swanton Morley    2.30 2.30 

Watton  4.99 11.63  16.63 

Total 15.54 4.99 57.7 4.95 83.18 

Alternative Options 

Dereham 5.16  80.01  85.17 

East Harling   7.56  7.56 

Narborough   1.23 1.11 2.34 

Shipdham   25.91  25.91 

Swaffham 3.48  83.17  86.66 

Swanton Morley    10.98 10.98 

Watton  0 12.50 4.02 16.52 

Total 8.64 0 210.38 16.11 235.14 
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8.1.2  

8.1.3 Map 2: Site specific allocations.  Map shows the main broad areas (red ellipses, labelled) 

within the District.   Site specific locations are draft, provided by Breckland District Council in 

December 2009.  © Crown Copyright.  All rights reserved.  Licence Number DBRE004. 
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8.2 Initial screening of Likely Significant Effects 

8.2.1 The starting point for developing an approach to assessing the Breckland Site Specific 

Policies and Proposals Document is the findings of the Core Strategy Habitats Regulations 

Assessment.   The Breckland Core Strategy, and its Habitats Regulations Assessment, was 

endorsed by the Planning Inspectors for the Breckland Core Strategy Examination in Public 

(subject to a number of amendments to the plan, specified within the Inspector’s Report8 

and made prior to the final publication).   The Core Strategy HRA therefore provides a 

baseline from which to take the assessment of other Development Plan Documents forward.   

The evidence base supporting the recommendations is agreed and endorsed.  Potential 

adverse effects were identified in the Core Strategy HRA and are summarised in Table 3. 

Table 3: Summary of adverse effects identified (and discussed in detail) in the Core Strategy HRA.  

Potential effect Summary Description of Impact 

Direct impacts of built 

development on Annex I 

birds species 

There is strong evidence that stone curlew, nightjar and woodlark all 

occur at lower densities on sites/areas surrounded by housing 

Disturbance to Annex I 

birds from recreational 

use 

Stone curlew, nightjar and woodlark are all vulnerable to disturbance, 

which can result in sites not being used by breeding pairs and reduced 

breeding success 

‘Urban effects’ A suite of urban effects such as fly tipping, eutrophication (e.g. from dog 

fouling), increased fire risk etc. are documented for heathland sites 

adjacent to housing 

Water abstraction Water abstraction reduces flow in rivers and streams, lowers 

groundwater levels and potentially depletes aquifers.  Impacts 

potentially occur where the interest features are aquatic or depend on 

water. 

Discharges affecting 

water quality 

Discharges from waste water treatment works may increase levels of 

nutrients in the water, leading to loss of water quality. 

Contamination from Flood water can result in water flows containing high levels of nutrients 

or contaminants draining from urban areas into water courses and 

                                                             
8 Inspectors Goodman, P and Crysell,  P. 2009. Report on the Examination into the Breckland Core Strategy and 
Development Control Policies Development Plan Document. The Planning Inspectorate, Bristol. 
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flood water affecting European Protected sites.  There are particular issues where 

existing sewers or drains cannot cope with water levels.   

Air pollution from road 

traffic 

Impacts typically occur within 200m of a road.  Increased traffic may 

result in a decrease in air quality. 

Avoidance of roads by 

Annex I birds 

Evidence that stone curlews occur at lower densities adjacent to main 

roads. 

8.2.2 The issues in Table 3 can be applied to the relevant European Protected Sites relevant to this 

assessment.  Table 4 summarises the issues by site.   

Table 4: Issues and sites relevant to this assessment 
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Breckland SPA 
        

Breckland SAC 
        

Norfolk Valley Fens SAC 
        

River Wensum SAC 
        

Redgrave & S. Lopham Fen Ramsar / 

Waveney & L. Ouse Valley Fens SAC         

The Wash SPA / Ramsar, The Wash & 

North Norfolk Coast SAC,         

Broadland SPA/Ramsar, The Broads SAC 
        

8.2.3 For each of the impacts set out above the Core Strategy HRA sets out the measures 

necessary to ensure that adverse effects can be avoided or the impact mitigated.  These 

measures including the identification of particular zones within which it was considered 

impossible to determine that there would be no adverse effect on integrity, and as such 
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these zones were ones where strict control over development would be necessary.  In other 

areas mitigation would be possible.  There is therefore a series of checks that need to be 

made against each specific development location and settlement boundary within the plan.  

These checks need to consider the proposed use and each of the potential impacts set out 

above.   
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9 The potential impacts 

9.1 Direct impacts of built development on Annex I bird species 

9.1.1 As detailed in the Core Strategy HRA, comparisons of the densities of stone curlew, nightjar 

and woodlark along an urban gradient show that reduced densities occur where 

development levels are high (see Liley and Clarke, 2003, Liley et al., 2006, Mallord, 2005, 

Mallord et al., 2007a, Mallord et al., 2006, Sharp et al., 2008).  The issues are slightly 

different for each species as the studies of nightjar (Liley and Clarke, 2003, Liley et al., 2006) 

and woodlark (Mallord, 2005, Mallord et al., 2007a, Mallord et al., 2006) involve sites with 

public access.  It is therefore difficult to determine whether the trend of reduced densities in 

relation to the number of houses is due to some effect of built development or an increase 

in access levels (and therefore disturbance to the birds) on the sites with more houses.   

9.1.2 With stone curlews, the modelling work conducted for the Core Strategy HRA (Sharp et al., 

2008) focused on arable land with minimal amounts of public access.  This work shows lower 

densities of stone curlews in areas close to settlements and a cumulative effect of 

development, with the more housing round a parcel of arable land, the fewer birds present.  

Without any further understanding of the mechanisms underlying these results there is 

clearly a need to prevent further development surrounding the parts of the SPA that contain 

stone curlews.  The stone curlew work led to the identification, within the Core Strategy, of a 

1500m zone around all parts of the Breckland SPA that support stone curlews.  In order to 

avoid adverse effects on the SPA, the Core Strategy ensured, through adopted Policy CP10, 

that there would be no development promoted within this zone apart from infilling, i.e. 

locations already screened from the SPA by built development.   

9.1.3 The SPA designation protects the core breeding area used by stone curlews.  The species 

does however also sometimes nest outside the SPA, and such birds are considered to be part 

of the SPA population, and as such are an important consideration in HRA work.  The Core 

Strategy therefore also identified areas within 1500m of land that was outside the SPA but 

also had supported stone curlews, this was done by identifying 1km grid cells that had held 5 

or more stone curlew nests since 1995, and drawing a 1500m buffer around these cells.  

Within this second zone, in accordance with adopted Policy CP10, new development will 

need to be assessed at the project level and mitigation (such as new areas of suitable habitat 

for stone curlews) be provided.   

9.1.4 None of the site specific allocations provided at this stage of the assessment fall within 

either of the 1500m zones relating to stone curlew, and therefore adverse effects are 

avoided. 

9.1.5 With nightjar and woodlark it is difficult to define a distance within which housing is likely to 

be an issue, and it is also difficult to isolate the impacts of built development from 

disturbance on site.  A zone of 400m has been used in other areas (the Dorset Heaths and 

the Thames Basin), with the 400m selected as a distance at which the impacts from built 

development, and some urban effects cannot be mitigated for.  The Core Strategy HRA also 

now promotes a 400m buffer zone.  No new allocations are proposed within 400m of the 

SPA that support woodlark and nightjar in the emerging Site Specific Policies and Proposals 
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document.   We can therefore conclude no adverse effects for these two species from direct 

impacts from built development.   

9.2 Disturbance to Annex I birds from recreational use of sites 

9.2.1 Lowland heathland and forestry sites are typically used for a wide range of recreational 

activities, such as dog walking, horse riding, mountain biking, family outings and walking (see 

Underhill-Day and Liley, 2007 for an overview).  Such activities can result in impacts to Annex 

I breeding birds.  Breckland SPA is designated for stone curlew, nightjar and woodlark and 

for each of these species there are studies which show clear impacts of disturbance, 

resulting in areas of otherwise suitable habitat being avoided or supporting low densities of 

breeding pairs (Liley et al., 2006, Mallord et al., 2006, Taylor et al., 2007) or a reduction in 

breeding success (Murison, 2002).  Such impacts can result in population consequences for 

the species concerned (Mallord et al., 2006). 

9.2.2 The Core Strategy HRA and subsequent work on nightjar and woodlarks by UEA / BTO 

provides context for the extent of disturbance impacts in Thetford Forest.  While it would 

seem that the numbers of visitors in Thetford Forest and surrounding areas are relatively 

low when compared to other sites (where disturbance impacts have been demonstrated), 

without clear evidence to show that disturbance is not determining the distribution and 

breeding ecology of the three Annex I bird species, and taking into account the wider 

research available, an element of caution is required and an adverse effect cannot be ruled 

out.   

9.2.3 The visitor survey of Thetford Forest and surrounding areas (Dolman et al., 2008) provides 

some indication of where people currently travel from to visit the SPA, and therefore where 

new development might add to the levels of visitor use.   The visitor survey was largely 

focused on Thetford Forest, but did include areas outside the Forest and some areas that 

were outside the SPA.  Visitor survey locations were on tracks and paths and are shown in 

Figure 1 of the visitor survey report.  Interviewees were asked for their home postcodes, and 

if no home postcode was given then the home town/village was recorded.  Each visitor 

questioned was asked to provide information on the location of their home, and of the 324 

people questioned; it was found that 43% originated from less than 5km away from the 

survey location, and a further 20% from between 5 and 10km.  The postcodes from the 

survey are plotted in Map 3.  In order to plot the map postcodes were geo-referenced to a 

postcode data file (2010), and for those postcodes where no match was found the points 

were plotted manually (for example using the nearest match).  Where only the name of a 

settlement was given the point represents the approximate centre of the settlement 

(plotted using a 1:250,000 scale OS map).  Postcodes that were matched to the postcode 

database and those points that were manually plotted are shown in different colours in Map 

3.  It can be seen that the area does draw visitors from a considerable distance, but as might 

be expected most of the visitors are very local.   

9.2.4 Map 4 shows the same data, this time focusing in on Breckland District.  It can be seen that 

there are no visitors recorded from Dereham or the north-east of the District, but that 

residents from the settlements of Swaffham, Watton, East Harling and other areas close to 

the SPA were interviewed during the survey and therefore clearly visit the Forest.   
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Map 3: Home postcodes of visitors from the Visitor Survey work in the Thetford Forest area, conducted by 
Dolman (2008).  Seven points are not shown as they are outside the mapped area.  Forest Blocks show 
Thetford Forest and therefore potential habitat for nightjar and woodlark. 
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Map 4: Home postcodes of visitors from the Visitor Survey work in the Thetford Forest area, conducted by 
Dolman (2008).  Data as in Map 3, but focused on Breckland District. 
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9.2.5 From Maps 3 and 4 it is clear that additional development in Dereham is unlikely to result in 

additional disturbance to birds in Breckland SPA.  In 3550 hours of visitor survey work, there 

were no people interviewed who gave a postcode that fell in Dereham, Narborough or the 

north-east of the county.  It is clear that development in Swaffham, Watton and East Harling 

(all locations with site specific allocations) may result in increased levels of recreational use.    

9.2.6 In order to clarify the distance at which residents appear to visit, we derived a plot of the 

proportion of people interviewed in relation to distance from the Forest.  This plot is shown 

in Figure 1.  The plot was derived using only data relating to those visitors who were 

interviewed within the Forest (as it is nightjar and woodlark that are of particular interest, as 

these species are particularly concentrated in areas with widespread access and where 

access is promoted).  By drawing a series of concentric buffers around the Forest boundary9 

it was possible to work out the current number of houses within each band (number of 

residential delivery points in the postcode database) and also the number of interviewees 

whose home postcode fell within each band.  The concentric rings in relation  to the Forest 

are shown in Map 5.  In order to convert the number of properties to the number of people 

we multiplied the residential delivery points value by 2.36 (the national average occupancy 

rate).  We assumed that each interview corresponded to 1.89 people (the mean group size 

(including the interviewee) associated with each questionnaire in the visitor survey.   

 

Figure 1: Proportion of residents interviewed (scaled to include group size), in relation to distance.  Data 
from the UEA visitor survey (Dolman 2008), and for Forest blocks only.  Distance is the linear distance from 
the edge of the forest block.   

                                                             
9
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Map 5: Home postcodes of visitors to the Forest in relation to distance bands from the Forest.   
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9.2.7 From Figure 1 it would appear that the proportion of people visiting Thetford Forest is very 

small at around 4km, but that there does seem to be a peak in the category from 5 – 7.5km.  

The reason for this peak is that this 5 - 7.5 km distance band includes Watton and Bury St. 

Edmunds; there is therefore some significant settlements in this distance band and a step 

change in the amount of housing.  At the smaller distances there are very few properties and 

therefore the sample size is much smaller, indicating a greater chance of error.  Properties 

within these areas are also likely to be very rural in character, with potentially very different 

access patterns for the residents.  Figure 2 shows the number of properties at different 

distance bands away from the Forest.  The very low numbers of properties in the bands 

between 3000 and 5000m is apparent.  Note that the x axis shows categories which vary in 

size (i.e. the initial bands are 500m wide and the later bands are 5km wide).     

 

Figure 2: Number of residential delivery points within different distance bands away from the Forest.  
Distance bands are shown in Map 5.  For the range from 0 – 5km, 500m intervals were used.  For the range 
5km – 10km, 2.5km intervals were used.  Bands above 10km are 5km wide.   

9.2.8 From Figure 2 and the maps showing the home postcodes of visitors we therefore suggest 

that 7.5km is a suitable precautionary distance, beyond which development is not likely to 

result in a notable increase in visitor use.  The majority of visitor pressure arises from within 

7.5km.  Without further results from the ornithological studies addressing disturbance, we 

cannot rule out the likelihood of a significant effect upon the SPA from the cumulative 

effects of development, i.e. each new development in-combination with all other new 

development within 7.5km.   

9.2.9 Using nightjar and woodlark territory locations from the last national survey, we have 

selected all parts of Breckland SPA that contained one or both of these species.  Taking a 

7.5km radius from the SPA boundary we can identify a number of residential site specific 

allocations that fall within this radius.  None lie within 400m of the SPA boundary.  These 

locations are therefore ones where, using current information and taking a precautionary 

approach, it is impossible to rule out an adverse effect on the integrity of the site.   For 

increases in residential development within 7.5km of the SPA, the Local Development 

Framework should seek to ensure that recreational pressure on the SPA is not significantly 
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increased.   It is possible that effective measures can be put in place to achieve this aim and 

ensure that the SPA is not adversely affected by increases in residential development.  

Mitigation measures are discussed further in Section 10.   

Table 5: Site specific options as published March 2010, which lie within 7.5km of those parts of the 
Breckland SPA that hold nightjar or woodlarks.  Only residential sites listed. 

Allocation Reference Preferred or alternative option Use 

H1 Preferred Residential 

W1 Preferred Residential 

W2a Preferred Residential 

W2b Preferred Residential 

W4 Preferred Residential 

W5 Preferred Residential 

SW1 Preferred Residential 

NAR.1 Preferred Not given 

H5 Alternative Residential 

H2 Alternative Residential 

H3 Alternative Residential 

H4 Alternative Residential 

W6 Alternative Residential 

W7 Alternative Residential 

W8 Alternative Residential 

W9 Alternative Residential 

W10 Alternative Not given 

W11 Alternative Not given 

SW5 Alternative Residential 

SW4 Alternative Residential 

SW6 Alternative Residential 

SW7 Alternative Residential 

SW8 Alternative Residential 

SW9 Alternative Residential 

SW10 Alternative Residential 

SW11 Alternative Residential 

SW12 Alternative Residential 

NAR.2 Alternative Not given 

NAR.3 Alternative Residential 

 

9.3 Urban effects to Breckland SAC 

9.3.1 Urban impacts are varied and are listed in detail in the Core Strategy HRA.  A comprehensive 

literature review is also provided by Underhill-Day (2005)and detailed accounts of the 

different urban effects are given in the Core Strategy HRA.  Essentially a range of impacts 

such as eutrophication (e.g. from dog fouling), trampling, increased fire risk, habitat damage 

from recreational impacts such as biking, off-road vehicles etc, introduction of alien plants, 

litter, fly-tipping etc.   
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9.3.2 In the Core Strategy HRA we suggest that the impacts from urban development are directly 

related to the number of houses surrounding heathland sites and that currently relatively 

few heaths within the Brecks are close to development or have an urban feel.  Following the 

appropriate assessment work on urban effects, we suggest that urban effects are currently 

not a major issue for most Breckland sites, with the exception of Barnhamcross Common.  

Current levels of housing are such that most Breckland heaths have a rural feel and urban 

effects are not currently a cause for unfavourable condition.  Future development in the 

District may however result in an increase in these effects, and development in Thetford and 

Weeting would be particular cause for concern. 

9.3.3 Relatively few of the site specific allocations lie close to SACs (Table 6).  Looking across all 

allocations and all SACs, there are just seven residential allocations that lie within 1km of an 

SAC.  These are all adjacent to the Norfolk Valley Fens or River Wensum, both SACs without 

heathland and where the urban effects considered here are not likely to be particular issues.  

With respect to Breckland SAC there are nine allocation sites within 5km, but these are all at 

least 3km from the SAC.  We therefore conclude that adverse effects on the integrity of 

Breckland SAC and other SACs, as a result of ‘urban effects’ can be discounted.     

Table 6: Matrix showing the distance (in km) from each site option to each SAC.  Only residential (or 
unspecified) options are included and only those SACs with development within a 10km radius are included.  
Shading indicates distances less than 1km (dark grey) and distances less than 5km (pale grey).   

Allocation 

Preferred 

or 

Alternative 

Option 

SAC 

Breckland Norfolk Valley Fens River Wensum Waveney & Little Ouse Valley Fens 

D1 PO 18.03 1.28 5.15 32.84 

D10 AO 18.99 2.01 4.05 34.04 

D2 PO 18.34 1.01 4.78 32.64 

D3 PO 19.29 1.52 4.07 33.31 

D6 AO 15.93 0.86 7.53 31.03 

D7 AO 17.26 0.5 5.95 31.46 

D9 AO 19.33 2.38 4.01 34.66 

H1 AO 6.07 6.57 29.71 7.2 

H2 PO 5.7 7.1 30.27 6.7 

H3 AO 6.19 7.08 30.16 6.6 

H4 AO 5.48 6.8 30.05 6.99 

H5 AO 5.65 6.98 30.2 6.85 

NAR.1 AO 11.34 2.62 17.86 40.41 

NAR.2 PO 11.91 2.2 17.97 41 

NAR.3 AO 11.34 2.5 17.44 40.34 

SH1 AO 11.81 4.73 11.63 28.47 

SH10 PO 11.61 5.12 11.96 27.99 

SH11 AO 12.42 4.23 11.08 28.81 

SH12 AO 12.78 3.85 10.69 28.96 

SH13 AO 12.78 3.89 10.72 28.96 

SH2 AO 11.75 4.88 11.75 28.33 

SH3 PO 10.98 5.57 12.48 28.06 
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Allocation 

Preferred 

or 

Alternative 

Option 

SAC 

Breckland Norfolk Valley Fens River Wensum Waveney & Little Ouse Valley Fens 

SH4 PO 10.8 5.67 12.59 28.05 

SH5 AO 10.8 5.67 12.59 28.05 

SH6 AO 12.86 3.9 10.71 28.88 

SH7 AO 12.8 3.9 10.71 28.63 

SH8 AO 11.81 4.6 11.49 28.47 

SH9 AO 12.45 4.32 11.14 28.65 

SM1 AO 22.63 4.95 0.78 36.62 

SM2 PO 22.58 4.96 0.97 36.65 

SM3 PO 22.64 5.01 0.74 36.69 

SM4 AO 22.99 5.32 0.43 36.98 

SM5 AO 21.49 3.68 1.99 35.39 

SM6 AO 22.24 4.62 1.15 36.33 

SM7 AO 22.61 5.05 0.97 36.75 

SW1 AO 5.42 5.45 17.33 32.54 

SW10 PO 7.08 6.75 15.82 33.62 

SW11 AO 6.69 6.42 16.03 33.35 

SW12 AO 6.4 6.19 16.49 33.16 

SW13 AO 8.15 8.16 15.18 35.15 

SW5 AO 5.37 5.65 17.67 32.77 

SW6 AO 6.36 6.69 16.88 33.78 

SW7 AO 7.01 7.24 16.44 34.34 

SW8 AO 5.78 6.09 17.1 33.2 

SW9 AO 7.75 7.65 15.27 34.59 

W1 AO 3.41 3.29 20.09 22.01 

W10 PO 4.43 3.73 19.25 22.48 

W11 AO 21.09 4.22 25.51 55.51 

W2a AO 5 3.49 18.94 22.08 

W2b PO 4.78 3.16 19.15 21.79 

W3 PO 4.87 3.24 19.08 21.83 

W5 PO 3.26 4.58 20.25 23.14 

W6 PO 3.33 3.12 20.31 21.82 

W7 AO 3.65 3.8 19.85 22.51 

W8 AO 4.04 3.82 19.49 22.58 

W9 AO 3.42 2.93 20.1 21.66 

 

9.4 Water abstraction 

9.4.1 A list of the European Protected Sites which we consider could be affected by discharges or 

abstraction in Breckland District Council area is shown in Table 7.  From the table it can be 

seen that water abstraction could have a likely significant effect on the following European 
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Protected Sites: Breckland SAC, Norfolk Valley Fens SAC, River Wensum SAC, The Broads SAC 

and Broadland SPA / SAC.   

 

Table 7: The European sites which could be affected by abstraction for relevant locations.  Modified from a 
table within the Core Strategy HRA.  

Location Factors European Site 

Dereham Ground Water Abstraction Norfolk Valley Fens-Badley Moor 

  Norfolk Valley Fens-Potter & Scarning Fens 

  Norfolk Valley Fens-Buxton heath 

  River Wensum SAC 

  River Wensum SAC-Dillington Carr 

  River Wensum SAC-Dereham Rush meadows 

  The Broads SAC -Bure & Broad Marshes 

  Broadland SPA/Ramsar- Bure & Broad Marshes 

Swaffham Ground Water Abstraction Norfolk Valley Fens-Great Cressingham Fen 

  Norfolk Valley Fens-Thomson Water 

  Norfolk Valley Fens-Foulden Common 

  Breckland SAC-Cranberry Rough 

Watton Ground Water Abstraction Norfolk Valley Fens-Thomson Water 

  Norfolk Valley Fens-Great Cressingham Fen 

  Breckland SAC-Stanford Training Area 

  Breckland SAC-Cranberry Rough 

 

9.4.2 The Anglian Water Resource Management Plan was published February 2010 and examines 

potential deficits and issues with water supply and demand within the Anglian Water region.  

Most of the site specific allocations fall within the Norfolk Rural Water Resource Zone (WRZ).  

The Water Resource Management Plan states that this zone is totally supplied by 

abstractions from the Chalk aquifer.  

9.4.3 Water demand within the Norfolk Rural Water Zone is from the market towns of Swaffham, 

Watton, Dereham, Wymondham and Attleborough and also from rural industries, notably 

poultry-rearing.  The zone is forecast to have a surplus of available supplies against target 

headroom at the start of the water resource planning period but it is forecast that a deficit 

again in the AMP6 period.  Two specific locations (Dereham and Wymondham) are projected 

to have headroom deficits against dry year average and/or critical peak period forecasts by 

the end of the planning period.   

9.4.4 The Water Resource Management Plan recognises that the zone contains a large number of 

small wetland sites, many of which lie within the Norfolk Valley Fens SAC.  Apparently when 

these sites were first designated concern was voiced over the risk of impact of abstractions 

and the sites have been the subject of detailed investigation within the AMP3 NEP and 

AMP4 WREP work and also within the Environment Agency’s review of consents process.  

The Water Resource Management Plan states that there is “limited connection between the 

Chalk aquifer and drift deposits beneath the conservation sites. This has been confirmed by 
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ongoing monitoring at those sites included in the AMP4 WREP. The Environment Agency has 

informed us that there are currently no sustainability changes to licences in this WRZ”.  The 

plan then goes on to state that “the renewal of these licences and variations under the 

Habitats Regulations has proved to be problematic” and that confirmation of licensing is still 

pending outcome of the review of consents process.”      

9.4.5 The Breckland Detailed Water Cycle Study recognises that an increase in the use of the 

existing abstraction licence capacity near Dereham has the potential to impact on three 

European designated sites (Norfolk Valley Fens SAC, Broads SAC and Broadlands 

SPA/Ramsar) but does not identify any connectivity with the River Wensum SAC (cf Table 7).  

Since the necessary water resources are within the limits of the existing licences their impact 

upon European sites will have already been addressed through the Environment Agency’s 

Review of Consents process.  

9.4.6 The Detailed Water Cycle Study forecasts that Swaffham will have a water supply deficit by 

2026. In the short-term there is likely to be capacity in existing abstraction licences to meet 

the increased demand but Increase in the use of the existing abstraction licence capacity (in 

conjunction with Watton) has the potential to impact on one European designated site 

(Norfolk Valley Fens SAC).  The Detailed Water Cycle identifies that these issues can be 

resolved as the amount of growth forecast to take place in Swaffham is comparatively small 

and can be met from other spare groundwater sources (within their existing licence 

capacity). Since the necessary water resources are within the limits of the existing licences 

their impact upon European sites will have also already been considered through the 

Environment Agency’s Review of Consents process.  

9.4.7 The Detailed Water Cycle Study predicts that Watton will have a slight water surplus by 2026 

and therefore new water resources are unlikely to be required. 

9.4.8 It would therefore seem that the use of spare capacity within existing licences should not be 

an issue as the Environment Agency always assesses fully licensed volumes in their Review of 

Consents process, irrespective of whether the current actual volume of abstraction is less 

than the licensed volume. As such the environmental constraints on the licensed capacity 

(and any need to reduce the licensed capacity) will have already been considered in the 

Review of Consents process and do not need to be reconsidered here. 

9.4.9 There remain a few further issues to clarify which are not addressed or are not clear from 

the Breckland Detailed Water Cycle Study.  These are: 

 Hydrological connectivity and effects of abstraction on the Broads SAC / Broadland 

SPA / Broadland Ramsar 

 The extent to which allocations at East Harling or close to Thetford might result in 

increased abstraction from the chalk aquifer local to Thetford.  Abstraction from this 

aquifer is highlighted within the Detailed Water Cycle Study as a particular cause for 

concern.    
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9.5 Discharges affecting water quality 

9.5.1 The Core Strategy of the HRA identified discharge as an issue for the River Wensum SAC, The 

Wash Ramsar / SPA and the Wash & North Norfolk Coast SAC, as summarised in Table 8.  The 

Core Strategy HRA identified the need for waste water treatment works upgrades and new 

trunk sewers at Dereham and Swaffham, and a need to ensure no further discharges into the 

Wendling Beck at Dereham.   Further investment commitments were thought likely to be 

required for the Wendling Beck and River Wissey to ensure that adverse effects upon 

European site interest features do not occur.   

Table 8: Water discharge: locations and potentially impacted European Protected Sites.  Table modified 
from Core Strategy HRA.  

Location Factors European Site 

Dereham WWTW discharges-Wensum River Wensum SAC 

  River Wensum SAC-Dillington Carr 

  River Wensum SAC-Dereham Rush meadows 

Swaffham WWTW discharges-via R Wissey The Wash Ramsar/SAC/SPA 

Watton WWTW discharges via R Wissey The Wash Ramsar/SAC/SPA 

 

9.5.2 Dereham waste water treatment works discharges to the Wendling Beck which is a tributary 

of the River Wensum SAC. The SAC is approximately 8.5km downstream of Dereham  waste 

water treatment works.  The Environment Agency concluded in their Review of Consent 

process that nutrient enrichment of the River Wensum was a matter for concern, especially 

as phosphorous concentrations were shown to be elevated above acceptable standards. The 

Environment Agency further suggested that discharge consents have been shown to 

contribute nearly 75% of all phosphorous loads to the river system. The Agency identified 

twenty sources of phosphorous that were contributing nearly 95% the phosphorous loading 

to the River Wensum catchment, of which many were Wastewater Treatment Works.  

Dereham waste water treatment works was one of the works identified as making a 

significant contribution to the adverse effects identified for the SAC.   

9.5.3 As a consequence of the Review of Consents improvements to the waste water treatment 

works are necessary in order to reduce the phosphate concentrations in their discharged 

effluent to acceptable levels (which have been determined to be 1 mg/l) and thereby ensure 

that the overall phosphate concentration in the River Wensum SAC falls below the identified 

damage thresholds for the species and habitats for which the SAC was designated. 

9.5.4 An increase in wastewater that would be treated at Dereham waste water treatment works 

as a result of the additional development planned for the town may lead to a need to further 

improve the treatment technology in order to ensure that it continues to comply with the 

discharge constraints imposed by the Review of Consent process, since a larger volume of 

wastewater will otherwise place greater pressure on the phosphate stripping process and 

will lead to an overall larger volume of phosphorus entering the receiving watercourse. 

9.5.5 The Detailed Water Cycle Study considers also phosphorous inputs into the Wensum.  On 

the assumption that Dereham waste water treatment works discharges additional 



35 

wastewater generated as a result of the proposed growth in Dereham accounting for an 

additional 412 m3 Dry Weather Flow per day) to Wendling Beck at a concentration of 1 mg/l 

(mean), this would result in an additional 0.412kg/d of load being discharged to the 

watercourse; an additional 150.5 kg/pa. It predicts that the proposed growth in Dereham 

(909 properties and 1,800 jobs) would lead to an increase in the Phosphorous load in the 

Wendling Beck of 9%. This would result in an increased loading to the Wensum catchment of 

0.8%, and Wendling Beck contributing 9.8% of the load observed at the downstream of the 

Wensum catchment. 

9.5.6 From the Detailed Water Cycle Study we understand that once the improvements being 

delivered under AMP5 are in place (i.e. 1mg/l mean P condition), Dereham  waste water 

treatment works will be at it’s limits, such that further treatment improvements to improve 

phosphate stripping is considered to be beyond ‘Best Available Technology not Entailing 

Excessive Cost’ (BATNEEC).  It will therefore not be possible for the Environment Agency to 

increase the consented effluent P concentration at Dereham waste water treatment works 

unless they are able to tighten the standards for another waste water treatment works in 

order to ensure that the overall phosphorus loading the River Wensum SAC does not 

increase. As such, it will not be possible to route all planned new development at Dereham 

through Dereham waste water treatment works without an adverse effect on the integrity of 

the Wensum SAC.  

9.5.7 Swaffham waste water treatment works has available capacity in terms of the additional 

effluent discharge it can process up to 2026, but the increased effluent load and more 

stringent water quality standards under the Water Framework Directive mean there may be 

a requirement to tighten the BOD, ammonia and Phosphate effluent discharge consents.  

The existing wastewater network infrastructure within Swaffham will require a new trunk 

sewer draining directly to the waste water treatment works to serve development to the 

south of the town.  Similarly, development to the west of the town would require significant 

strategic infrastructure to serve this area. Small sized developments could be 

accommodated with existing infrastructure in northeast of the town 

9.5.8 Watton waste water treatment works has available capacity in terms of the additional 

effluent discharge it can process, to accommodate the proposed growth up to 2026; but 

with the increased effluent load and more stringent water quality standards under the 

Water Framework Directive, there may be a requirement to tighten the Phosphate effluent 

discharge consent in the future.  Watton is expected to provide 533 homes and 250 

commercial jobs by 2026.   

9.5.9 As Watton waste water treatment works will not exceed its current flow consent as a result 

of growth, there is no requirement to alter the quality conditions applied to the consent. The 

Environment Agency has considered the impact of the operation of the waste water 

treatment works on the quality of the Watton Brook as part of the Water Framework 

Directive review and has determined that the consents are currently adequate (no 

improvement scheme proposed in AMP5).  

9.5.10 It would therefore appear that the main issues with water treatment relate to Dereham, 

where discharges into the Wendling Beck are currently having an adverse effect on the 
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integrity of the River Wensum SAC.   If current water treatment requirements are adversely 

affecting the SAC, any increase in current discharge would have an adverse effect upon the 

SAC until measures can be put in place to rectify current issues and provide capacity for 

future demand. 

9.6 Contamination from flood water and surface run-off 

9.6.1 Within the Water Cycles Studies an assessment is made of various sources of flood risk. 

These include potential sources of flooding from tidal flood sources, overland flow, fluvial 

floods and sewer and surface water drainage flooding. In most cases, flooding does not 

constitute a risk to the European wetland sites, some of which are at risk from drying out. 

However flooding with surface water, particularly where it could contain untreated sewage, 

could constitute a risk.  Of particular concern are likely significant effects to the Norfolk 

Valley Fens (for example as a result of flooding in Dereham) and the River Wensum SAC, for 

example from development to the north of Dereham.  The Detailed Water Cycle Study 

identifies Dereham as the county “hotspot” for sewer flooding and there are documented 

problems with the capacity of the Dereham Stream and the foul sewerage in Dereham. 

9.6.2 With respect to water run-off it is potentially the Norfolk Valley Fen sites around Dereham 

that could be vulnerable to adverse effects.  Two of the component SSSIs lie within a few 

hundred metres of specific options.  Potter & Scarning Fens SSSI lies approximately 360m 

from alternative option D8, which is identified as a location for residential development.  

Badley Moor SSSI lies approximately 500m from alternative option D7, which is also 

residential.  This latter location is 300m from the River Tudd, which flows into Badley Moor.   

9.6.3 The impacts of contaminated flood water impacting the European Protected Sites are not 

addressed in the Detailed Water Cycle Study and therefore further checks with Anglian 

Water are required to clarify the extent of any potential impacts.  Table 6-18 within the 

Detailed Water Cycle Study does provide an assessment of the flood risk to proposed 

development in Dereham and shows that some of preferred options site D3 lies within Flood 

Zone 3 whilst there has been a recorded sewer flooding event just north of site D4 on Rash’s 

Green.  

9.7 Air pollution from road traffic 

9.7.1 As part of the work on the Core Strategy HRA, Breckland District Council were able to 

confirm that road infrastructure requirements of development proposed within the Core 

Strategy would need to be focused upon the A11 only, thus enabling it to also be ascertained 

that the Core Strategy would not result in any adverse effects arising from air pollution as a 

result road improvements within 200m of the Breckland SAC.   

9.8 Avoidance of roads by Annex I birds 

9.8.1 Analysis of data relating to the nest locations of stone curlews in relation to roads has shown 

a clear avoidance, at least for trunk A roads, of areas nearby the roads by nesting stone 

curlews.  As road infrastructure requirements are focused on the A11 only (see paragraph 

9.7.1), then the issues relating to adverse effects of increased traffic have been met by the 
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assessment for the improvements to that road, which have been subject to appropriate 

assessment.   

 

  



38 

10 Mitigation and avoidance 

10.1.1 There are a number of measures within the Core Strategy Habitats Regulations Assessment 

that set out specific policy wording that is required to ensure that the European sites are not 

affected by development.   A number of those measures are directly relevant to the Site 

Specific Policies and Proposals Document, and should therefore be included as parts of 

policy are as follows: 

 Adequate waste water treatment capacity is a pre-requisite of new development.* 

 Adequate water supply is a pre-requisite of new development.*    

 Commitment to working with relevant partners (such as other Local Authorities, the 

Forestry Commission, the Norfolk Wildlife Trust, Natural England and the RSPB) to 

develop an access and monitoring strategy for the SPA. 

10.1.2 *As with the Core Strategy, the housing allocations will need to be divided into those that 

can be taken forward under existing consents, those that can be taken forward once planned 

upgrades have taken place, and those that cannot yet be taken forward until the required 

water supply and treatment can come forward, which may or may not be within the lifetime 

of the current plan.    

10.1.3 The Breckland Water Cycle detailed study found that with a commitment to water efficiency 

for the proposed developments together with retro-fitting existing development, water 

neutrality in both Dereham and Swaffham was possible. At Dereham, this was possible even 

with a relatively low  water efficiency commitment and retrofitting unmetered properties, 

while at Swaffham, if new homes were built to the highest level of CSH and water efficient 

measures with metering were retrofitted in existing homes water neutrality would be 

achievable.  

10.1.4 The inclusion of water efficiency measures and water meters does not guarantee that 

individual homes will use less water.   Such initiatives cannot therefore be relied upon as 

measures to ensure that European sites are not adversely affected by additional water 

supply demand.   Such initiatives should however be taken forward in Local Development 

Framework Documents in order to contribute towards sustainable development.   If such 

initiatives are successful, they will improve the environmental baseline against which future 

HRA work is considered (as plans are reviewed and further DPDs prepared). 

10.1.5 Monitoring within the SPA will need to include the Annex I birds, monitored at a regular 

interval in order to detect any changes in abundance or distribution and levels of access.  

Access levels could be recorded through the use of a network of automated counters (such 

as pressure pads) within the path network and/or actual counts of visitors or cars.   

10.2       
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11 Summary Flowchart 

11.1.1 The details from the preceeding appropriate assessment can be summarised in a flowchart 

and map, providing clear guidance and checks as to where development may have an 

adverse effect on the integrity of one or more European site and where mitigation measures 

will need to be applied.    

11.1.2 Map 6 summarises a number of different zones.  Those that are coloured red are essentially 

those where the presumption is that development will have an adverse effect on the 

integrity of a European Protected Site and where mitigation or avoidance is not possible.  

Zones in blue are ones where an adverse effect on integrity may occur and mitigation 

measures are possible.  Further information may be also required to clarify the extent of 

these zones.  The different zones are: 

 A 1500m buffer around all parts of the Breckland SPA that supports the stone curlew 

interest feature for the SPA.  Development (including new roads and road 

improvements) not normally permitted within the buffer unless strict criteria met 

that exclude a likelihood of significant effects.   

 A 1500m buffer around all 1km grid cells outside the SPA that support a significant 

element of the stone curlew SPA population (i.e. have historically held at least 5 

nests).  Development (including new roads and road improvements) not normally 

permitted within the buffer unless strict criteria met that exclude a likelihood of 

significant effects.   

 A 400m buffer around all parts of Breckland SPA that supports the nightjar and 

woodlark interest features for the SPA.  Development not normally permitted within 

the buffer unless strict criteria met that exclude a likelihood of significant effects.  

 A 7.5km buffer around those parts of Breckland SPA which hold nightjars and 

woodlarks.  Within this zone new development is thought to potentially result in an 

increase in access to Breckland SPA and therefore potentially resulting in 

disturbance impacts.  Mitigation measures will need to address any potential 

impacts of disturbance and ensuring sustainable levels of recreation throughout the 

SPA, working with partners (such as other local authorities, the Forestry 

Commission, the Norfolk Wildlife Trust, Natural England and RSPB) to develop an 

access management and monitoring programme that prevents an increase in visitor 

pressure on the SPA interest features (e.g. managing access, enforcing CRoW, 

additional wardening, habitat enhancement).  Nightjar and woodlark are the main 

concern here as it is assumed that there is little or no public access onto farmland 

holding breeding stone curlews and that in other areas where stone curlew nest, 

CRoW access restrictions will be in place and enforced.  Monitoring of the Annex I 

bird species should take place at regular intervals (e.g. every two or three years) and 

access levels should be monitored annually, through for example a series of counts 

of parked cars, visitor surveys or the use of automated counters on paths and tracks. 
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 A zone around Dereham where it is recognised that the issues relating to waste 

water treatment, flooding  and discharges into the River Wensum SAC will need to 

be resolved before development can go ahead.  There is some uncertainty about the 

exact extent of this zone.  Policy relating to such a zone will need to take into 

account the possibility of development proposals coming forward that propose the 

use of septic tanks or private treatment plants.  

11.1.3 In addition, development that leads to a requirement for new roads or road improvements 

within 200m of Breckland SAC will not normally be allowed.  These areas are not shown on 

the map as they are all within the other red zones.   
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Map 6: Summary map showing Breckland District and relevant zones within the district relating to the 
impacts to the designated sites © Crown Copyright.  All rights reserved.  Licence Number DBRE004. 
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11.1.4 The following flow charts have been developed from the relevant mitigation measures 

within the Core Strategy Habitats Regulations assessment and can now be used to screen 

site allocations that may be taken forward to the Site Specific Policies and Proposals 

Document.   

11.1.5 Flow chart 1 can be used to check any potential effects arising as a result of built 

development in close proximity to the European sites.  Once a site specific allocation or 

settlement boundary has been screened through flow chart 1 it should then be checked 

through flow chart 2, which considers the indirect recreational pressure effect of 

development, which could potentially occur as a result of development a some distance 

away from the European site boundaries, because people will travel to visit attractive 

natural greenpaces that occur at some distance from their home.    
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11.1.6 Suggested draft screening criteria  

 

 

 

Allocation or proposal is within the 1500m zone stone curlew buffer (zone c on the map) 

Allocation or proposal is within a built environment 

with considerable existing buildings in all directions 

towards the SPA 

Allocation or proposal would 

result in an extension to 

existing built footprint of 

more than XXm2 or XX% of 

the existing footprint. 

Allocation or proposal 

involves a change of 

use.  

 

Proceed to  

FLOW CHART 2 

 

Uncertainty - AA required in 

order to consider the 

potential for increased 

occupancy, lighting, visitors 

etc. before including in the 

plan.  Must also proceed 

through FLOW CHART 2 

 

YES 

NO 

NO 

Allocation or 

proposal is for 

a new stand 

alone 

development 

or a significant 

intensification. 

Allocation or proposal is within 400m 

zone (zone e on map) 

NO NO 

YES 

YES 

NO YES 

YES   NO 

Allocation or 

proposal is for 

development that 

could result in 

increased access, 

increased cat 

predation and other 

impacts 

YES 

Adverse Effect on the integrity of the interest feature cannot be ruled out.  Precautionary Principle applies 

and the allocation or proposal is removed from the plan. 

YES 

Allocation or 

proposal 

involves, or 

would result 

in the need 

for, a new 

road or road 

upgrade that 

lies within 

200m of the 

SAC?      NO 

YES No 

Uncertainty - AA 

required in order to 

consider potential 

for increased, 

visitors etc. before 

including in the 

plan. Must also 

proceed through 

FLOW CHART 2 
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11.1.7 Flow Chart 2 

 

 

11.1.8   

Allocation or proposal is outside 400m zone  

 

NO YES 

Start at FLOW CHART 1  

Allocation or proposal is within 7.5 km of the 

Breckland SPA (with nightjar or woodlark), zone b 

on the map 

YES NO 

No LSE, assuming compliance with any 

measures in plan relating to water and 

flooding etc 

 

Allocation or proposal is within the zone of 

additional recreational pressure and may need to 

contribute to mitigation measures relating to the 

SPA: access management measures and access 

impacts monitoring work. 

 

Allocation or proposal is outside the 1500m zone 

(zone c on the map) 

 

  NO YES 
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11.1.9 It is anticipated that the criteria flow chart will only be finalised once a check for the 

likelihood of significant effects has been undertaken, as the actual running of the check is 

may highlight the need for amendments to the criteria.   The check for the likelihood of 

significant effects will therefore involve continued discussion with the Council as it is put into 

practice, and any significant issues flagged. 

11.1.10 Because we have already undertaken detailed AA stage work on the Core Strategy, it is not 

yet clear what extra work may need to be done at a detailed AA level.   This will only become 

apparent as the check for LSE is started.   It should also be noted that this exercise of spatial 

assessment will need to be re-run on the final submission document. 

11.1.11 Policy measures within the Core Strategy that should automatically be taken forward to the 

Breckland Site Specific Policies and Proposals Document 
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