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BRECKLAND DISTRICT COUNCIL 
 
Report of the Executive Member for Assets and Strategic Planning  
 
To: Local Plan Working Group – 30 July 2013 
 
(Author: Phil Mileham – Planning Policy Team Leader (Capita Symonds)) 
 
Subject: Further assessment of the relationship between buildings and stone curlew distribution 
– 2013. 
 
Purpose:  The purpose of this report is for Members to consider the findings of the further stone 
curlew research, consider the contents and accept the report as evidence to support the 
production of the Council’s emerging Local Plan document.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1. BACKGROUND 
 
1.1 Members will be aware that the Council commissioned Footprint Ecology to produce 

evidence to support the development of the Council’s LDF Core Strategy in 2008. This 
resulted in a report which examined the ‘effects of housing and roads on the distribution of 
stone curlew in the Brecks’. The research at this time was required to inform the Habitats 
Regulations Assessment of the Core Strategy, which subject to the imposition of suitable 
policy mitigation, was subsequently able to be ‘passed’ in order to enable the Core 
Strategy to be progressed. The 2008 research found that the level of avoidance by stone 
curlew was correlated with the amount of nearby buildings. However, the causal 
mechanism for avoidance was not able to be fully understood at this time. 

 
1.2 Following on from the adoption of the Core Strategy, Members may also recall a report to 

Cabinet on 30th November 2010 which examined a range of options for further research on 
effects of development on stone curlew. This set out a range of potential research options 
which sought to gain a better understanding of what the causal mechanism(s) for the 
avoidance of housing and roads might be. Cabinet considered the recommendations and 
resolved that further analysis of additional nest and map data represented an appropriate 
first step to enhancing that understanding based on an assessment of timing, cost and risk 
to the authority. The preference was for this to be undertaken jointly with other authorities 
whose area includes Breckland SPA. 

 
1.3 In response to the Cabinet decision in 2010, the Council sought to engage with chief 

officers from other affected authorities (namely Borough Council of King’s Lynn and West 
Norfolk, St. Edmundsbury Borough Council, and Forest Heath District Council) in the first 
instance to investigate the potential for the joint commissioning of further research across 
the Breckland SPA. However, by mid 2011, no substantive progress was able to be made 
with these authorities. As such, Breckland Council commissioned Footprint Ecology to 
undertake the additional research as per the Cabinet resolution of 2010. 

 
1.4 The 2013 study seeks to build on the findings of the 2008 research using additional 

statistical testing and data analysis. It should be noted that the 2013 study did not 
undertake specific fieldwork. Additional primary data from the RSPB in the form of 

Recommendation(s): 
It is recommended that Members endorse Option 1 of this report and agree the 
latest stone curlew research report as evidence base to support the preparation of 
the Council’s emerging Local Plan document. 
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additional years nest records was used and adds strength to the overall findings of the 
study.  

 
2. Results 
 
2.1 The 2013 research confirms 1,500m as the distance up to which avoidance of housing and 

roads is most significantly correlated (based on analysis using all nest data – including 
additions from 2008-11). Therefore, this reinforces the evidence that a 1,500m stone 
curlew constraint zone (as per current Core Strategy) remains a valid policy response.  

 
2.2 The study was able to consider additional nest records collected by the RSPB from 2008-

2011 which has further increased the statistical robustness of the analysis undertaken. 
The study acknowledges that since the initial research was carried out in 2008, some 
estates no longer allow the RSPB access to their land for monitoring. However, the RSPB 
records still represent the most comprehensive dataset available with a total of 5,116 
records within the overall study period. This is understood to capture approximately 95% 
of all breeding pairs of stone curlew across the SPA (figure statistically derived based on 
colour ringing). Out of the total recorded number of nests, 51% of these are found on 
arable land, 25% on semi-natural habitat and 24% on ‘other’ habitats which were primarily 
grassland (outside the semi-natural). 

 
2.3 In terms of raw data, the study has found an increase in the number of nests recorded 

outside the SPA. This additional information may trigger the need for the Local Plan 
process to make revisions to what is referred to as the ‘blue constraint zone’ on a future 
Local Plan Policies Map. The ‘blue zone’ reflects 1km grid cells where there are 
concentrations of the SPA population of stone curlew (5 or more nests recorded) that have 
strayed outside the boundary of the European site.  

 
2.4 The latest study has carried out further consideration in respect of the predominance of 

Thetford. This means that in simple terms, the impact of the amount of buildings in 
Thetford has been shown not to alter the wider study findings and that effects of avoidance 
are still found at 1,500m with and without Thetford included in the analysis.  

 
2.5  A new strand to this further research is to consider the potential effects of the presence of 

woodland. The study finds that there is a negative effect of woodland in addition to 
buildings and roads in the analysis. Put simply, when woodland is added along with 
amount of buildings and roads in the analysis, nest density is further reduced. This 
suggests that planting of woodland/ screening by woodland as a mitigation measure is 
unlikely to be effective.  

 
2.6 One of the key hypotheses tested by this research was to differentiate effects on nest 

density due to different building classes. However, the study has found difficulty when 
trying to unpack whether there are effects from different building classes. This is due to the 
way that building types are classified within Ordnance Survey Mastermap/ addressbase 
premium data. There were a very small number of agricultural buildings identified from the 
map/ address data (only 71 buildings) which has limited the statistical power needed to 
disaggregate potential differences between avoidance by building class. As such, the 
analysis of the statistical modelling shows that the correlation is strongest as a result of the 
amount of buildings rather than the type.  

 
2.7 The latest research sought to understand whether there were potentially any differences in 

stone curlew nest density between fields of different sizes. The study finds that there is no 
evidence that nest density is different in bigger fields than smaller, and no evidence that 
birds particularly avoid (or show a preference) for nest sites close to field boundaries.  
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2.8 Settlement size has been shown to influence the amount of impact on nest density. The 
research reveals that larger settlements tend to be associated with a greater reduction in 
nest density on arable land. This is notable within the first 500m from the settlement where 
the reduction in relative nest density is nearly 90%, and 500-1,00m is 50%. 

 

2.9 Contrary to the findings in the previous work, there is no evidence that, as the stone 
curlew population has increased, that a greater proportion of nests have been found close 
to settlements. In other words, as competition for territories has increased, birds have not 
tended to nest close to settlements. This appears to point towards a continued avoidance 
of areas close to built development and further reducing areas available for nesting.  

 
2.10 A review of academic literature relating to domestic cats affecting protected wildlife sites 

has also been carried out in parallel to the stone curlew research, and has been prepared 
in liaison with Natural England. The review analysed a range of academic studies in the 
UK and abroad. The studies considered issues such as predation, home ranges and other 
behaviour patterns. The review discussed potential cat mitigation measures used 
elsewhere in the UK as well as how the impact of cats has been considered at relevant 
planning appeals.  

 
3. Future research/ way forward 
 
3.1 Members are reminded that the research being carried out for the Council has no direct 

parallels with any other area and is at the ‘cutting edge’ of scientific research on this issue. 
Therefore, there is limited information that can be drawn from secondary sources that 
would be of benefit to the Council.  

 
3.2 The study has reaffirmed findings of the 2008 research. The causal mechanism(s) for 

avoidance of housing and roads remains unknown but the negative correlation with the 
amount of nearby woodland suggests that birds are locating in open areas away from 
settlements and woodland. There are a potential range of biological reasons that may 
explain this but these are not specifically analysed in the latest research.  

 
3.3 The study has suggested that a spreadsheet-based tool could be developed to help 

understand the effects of schemes on stone curlew nests. The production of such a tool 
was not included in the brief for this study and would require further development and 
agreement from the statutory body.  

 
3.4 As per the report to Cabinet in November 2010, the Council has now exhausted the first 

logical step for further research beyond the 2008 report. This latest work has not been 
able to unpack whether there are any casual elements of the original report that can be 
explained nor that there is statistical evidence that points to the effects being associated 
with a particular form of development (i.e. housing, commercial, agricultural etc).  

 
3.5 Currently, the two completed elements of stone curlew research (existing 2008 work has 

been tested and found sound at three EiPs) provide the Council with a defensible policy 
position for the preparation of a spatial strategy in the Local Plan that avoids an adverse 
effect on the Breckland SPA.  

 
3.6 Therefore, it is possible there is a risk of ‘diminishing returns’ to the Council should it wish 

to continue commissioning further evidence to understand the causal mechanism for 
avoidance of buildings and roads by stone curlew in isolation. As with any scientific 
research there are no guarantees that any further research will be able to fully understand 
such mechanisms.  
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4. OPTIONS 
 
4.1 There are two options available to Members: 
 

i Members to consider the stage 2 research at Appendix A and accept the research as 
evidence base to support the emerging Local Plan. 

ii Members to consider the stage 2 research and do not accept the research at 
Appendix A as evidence base to support the emerging Local Plan.  

 
5. REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATION 

5.1 It is recommended that Members endorse option 1 which will allow the document to be 
accepted as part of the evidence base to support the emerging Local Plan document.  This 
will provide the Council with further evidence to support the environmental policies in the 
Local Plan. 

 

5.2 Endorsing option 2 above would have two impacts. The first would effectively reject the 
findings of the independent scientific evidence which means that the Council may not be 
able to soundly develop policies that avoid harm to European sites in the emerging Local 
Plan. Taking this approach would place any new spatial strategy developed for the district 
at risk of being found unsound at Examination in Public and may result in future legal 
challenges. The second impact of endorsing option 2 is that it would signal the need for 
the Council to seek further independent evidence to justify any alternative approaches put 
forward in the Local Plan. This may be challenging due to the specialised nature of the 
research undertaken and the robustness of the analysis carried out.  

 

6. EXPECTED BENEFITS  
6.1 The expected benefits of accepting the report as evidence for the Local Plan process are 

that it will help provide a robust suite of evidence to inform future policy preparation.  
 

7. IMPLICATIONS 
 

7.1 Environmental Issues 
7.2 This report does not have any direct environmental implications. However, the report 

does deal with background evidence that will be needed to support the environmental 
policies of the Council’s emerging planning framework (i.e. the Local Plan) and an 
assessment of the plan made under the Conservation of Habitats and Species 
Regulations. The Local Plan will itself be subject to further consultation and scrutiny 
through relevant statutory procedures. The report may also be used to inform the 
determination of Planning Applications. 

 
7.3 Legal 

There are no direct legal risks resulting from the contents of this report; however, Local 
Planning documents need to be prepared in accordance with relevant Local Planning 
Regulations, European Regulations (particularly the Conservation of Habitats and 
Species Regulations) and Acts of Parliament, having regard to relevant considerations 
and case-law. 

 
7.4 Risks  
7.5 There is an indirect risk that the Local Plan may not be able to pass a Habitats 

Regulations Assessment, and consequently be able to be found sound if the Council 
does not accept the results of the independent evidence base commissioned to underpin 
it. 

 
7.6 Financial 
7.7 This report does not have any direct financial implications.  
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7.8 However, not accepting the latest study may have an indirect financial implication if further 
research subsequently has to be commissioned. This may also increase costs for the 
Council if planning decisions (including the Local Plan) are challenged which require 
additional resources to support.  

 
7.9 Timescales  
7.10 The timescale for the production of the wider Local Plan process is contained within the 

Council’s adopted Local Development Scheme.  
 

7.11 Equality and Diversity 

7.12 There are not considered to be any equality or diversity issues arising as a result of this 
report.  

 
7.13 Stakeholders / Consultation 

Evidence prepared to support the production of the Local Plan will be subject to 
consultation as part of the prescribed periods set out in the adopted Local Development 
Scheme and relevant legislation.  

 

7.14 Contracts 

7.15 There are no contract implications arising from this report. 
 

7.16 Section 17, Crime & Disorder Act 1998 
7.17 There are no Crime and Disorder Act implications arising as a result of this report. 
 
 
8. WARDS/COMMUNITIES AFFECTED 
8.1 This report principally affects Wards of Conifer, Mid-Forest, Harling and Heathlands, 

Swaffham, Thetford, Wayland, and Weeting.  
 
Background papers:-  

None 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
Lead Contact Officer 
Name/Post: Phil Mileham (Planning Policy Team Leader – Capita Symonds) 
Telephone Number: (01362) 656303 
Email: philip.mileham@capita.co.uk  
 
Director/Officer who will be attending the Meeting  
Name/Post:  Phil Mileham (Planning Policy Team Leader – Capita Symonds) 

           David Spencer (Deputy Planning Manager – Breckland and South Holland               
Councils) 

 
Key Decision – No 
 
Appendices attached to this report:  
Appendix A: Further research on effects on buildings and roads on distribution of stone curlew in 
the Brecks.  
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