Appendix 2 - Habitat Regulations Assessment (HRA)
Screening Opinion for the Wantage Neighbourhood Development Plan

Introduction

1. The Local Authority is the “competent authority” under the Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2017 and needs to ensure that Neighbourhood Plans have been assessed through the Habitats Regulations process. This looks at the potential for significant impacts on nature conservation sites that are of European importance[footnoteRef:1], also referred to as Natura 2000. [1:  Special Protection Areas (SPAs) for birds and Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) for other species, and for habitats.] 


2. This Screening Assessment relates to a Neighbourhood Development Plan that will be in general conformity with the strategic policies within the development plan[footnoteRef:2] (the higher level plan for town and country planning and land use). This Screening Assessment uses the Habitats Regulations Assessment of Vale of White Horse Local Plan Part 1[footnoteRef:3] and Part 2[footnoteRef:4] as its basis for assessment. From this, the Local Authority will determine whether the Wantage Neighbourhood Development Plan is likely to result in significant impacts on Natura 2000 sites either alone or in combination with other plans and policies and, therefore, whether an ‘Appropriate Assessment’ is required.  [2:  The Vale of White Horse Local Plan 2031]  [3:  Vale of White Horse Local Plan Part 1 Habitat Regulations Assessment February 2015]  [4:  Vale of White Horse Local Plan Part 1 Habitat Regulations Assessment February 2018] 


Legislative Basis

3. Article 6(3) of the EU Habitats Directive provides that: 

“Any plan or project not directly connected with or necessary to the
management of the [European] site but likely to have a significant effect thereon, either individually or in combination with other plans or projects, shall be subject to appropriate assessment of its implications for the site in view of the site's conservation objectives. In the light of the conclusions of the assessment of the implications for the site and subject to the provisions of paragraph 4, the competent national authorities shall agree to the plan or project only after having ascertained that it will not adversely affect the integrity of the site concerned and, if appropriate, after having obtained the opinion of the general public.”

4. Regulations 105-106 of the Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2017 state:

“105.—(1) Where a land use plan—
(a) is likely to have a significant effect on a European site or a European offshore marine site (either alone or in combination with other plans or projects), and
(b) is not directly connected with or necessary to the management of the site,
the plan-making authority for that plan must, before the plan is given effect, make an appropriate assessment of the implications for the site in view of that site’s conservation objectives.

(2) The plan-making authority must for the purposes of the assessment consult the appropriate nature conservation body and have regard to any representations made by that body within such reasonable time as the authority specifies.

(3) The plan-making authority must also, if it considers it appropriate, take the opinion of the general public, and if it does so, it must take such steps for that purpose as it considers appropriate.

(4) In the light of the conclusions of the assessment, and subject to regulation 107, the plan-making authority must give effect to the land use plan only after having ascertained that it will not adversely affect the integrity of the European site or the European offshore marine site (as the case may be).

(5) A plan-making authority must provide such information as the appropriate authority may reasonably require for the purposes of the discharge by the appropriate authority of its obligations under this Chapter.

(6) This regulation does not apply in relation to a site which is—
(a) a European site by reason of regulation 8(1)(c), or
(b) a European offshore marine site by reason of regulation 18(c) of the Offshore Marine Conservation Regulations (site protected in accordance with Article 5(4) of the Habitats Directive).

106.—(1) A qualifying body which submits a proposal for a neighbourhood development plan must provide such information as the competent authority may reasonably require for the purposes of the assessment under regulation 105 or to enable it to determine whether that assessment is required.

(2) In this regulation, “qualifying body” means a parish council, or an organisation or body designated as a neighbourhood forum, authorised for the purposes of a neighbourhood development plan to act in relation to a neighbourhood area as a result of section 61F of the TCPA 1990 (authorisation to act in relation to neighbourhood areas)(159), as applied by section 38C of the 2004 Planning Act (supplementary provisions)(160).

(3) Where the competent authority decides to revoke or modify a neighbourhood development plan after it has been made, it must for that purpose make an appropriate assessment of the implications for any European site likely to be significantly affected in view of that site’s conservation objectives; and regulation 105 and paragraph (1) apply with the appropriate modifications in relation to such a revocation or modification.

(4) This regulation applies in relation to England only.”


European Sites 

5. There are two European sites with the Vale of White Horse District – Cothill Fen SAC and Hackpen Hill SAC. European sites also lie in adjoining districts and those with potential for longer range and indirect effects include Oxford Meadows SAC (Oxford City) and Little Wittenham SAC (South Oxfordshire). The Wantage NDP has the following relationships with these areas:

· River Lambourne SAC (Approx. 7km)
· Cothill Fen SAC (Approx. 13km)
· Little Wittenham SAC (Approx. 18km)
· Hackpen Hill SAC (Approx. 3km)
· Oxford Meadows SAC (Approx. 22km)


Cothill Fen SAC (Approx. 13km)

6. Cothill Fen is designated as a SAC for its calcium-rich, spring fed fens and alder woodlands on floodplains.
7. The main pressures and threats to this site include the impact of water pollution and hydrological changes, as well as air pollution and the impact of atmospheric nitrogen deposition upon the calcium-rich water-fed fens.

Little Whittenham SAC (Approx. 18km)

8. One of the best studied great crested newt sites in the UK, Little Wittenham comprises two main ponds set in a predominantly woodland context (broadleaved and conifer woodland is present). There are also areas of grassland, with sheep grazing and arable bordering the woodland to the south and west. The River Thames is just to the north of the site, and a hill fort to the south. Large numbers of great crested newts Triturus cristatus have been recorded in the two main ponds, and research has revealed that they range several hundred metres into the woodland blocks.
9. The main pressures and threats to this site include the impact of public access and disturbance, and invasive fish species upon great crested newt. 

Hackpen Hill SAC (Approx. 3km)

10. Hackpen Hill has slopes with a wide variety of aspect and gradient. Most of the grassland is dominated by red fescue Festuca rubra, but this is replaced by upright brome Bromus erectus on some middle and lower slopes. The herb flora includes horseshoe vetch Hippocrepis comosa, common rockrose Helianthemum nummularium, dwarf thistle Cirsium acaule, autumn gentian Gentianella amarella, fragrant orchid Gymnadenia conopsea and frog orchid Coeloglossum viride. An enclosed, ungrazed strip on Hackpen Down contains hawthorns and elder scrub, interspersed with upright brome grassland and herbs including sainfoin Onobrychis viciifolia and basil thyme Acinos arvensis.
11. The key environmental conditions that support the features of European interest are appropriate management, minimal air pollution, and absence of direct fertilisation.

Oxford Meadow SAC (Approx. 22km)

12. Oxford Meadow is designated as a SAC for its lowland hay meadows and creeping marshworts.
13. The main pressures and threats to this site include the impacts of hydrological changes and the invasive species of Crassula upon creeping marshworts.

River Lambourne (Approx. 7km)

14. The River Lambourne is a classic example of a lowland chalk river. The river is fed by the Chalk aquifer of the north Wessex Downs, which gives rise to highly calcareous water. The River Lambourne supports populations of the brook lamprey (Lampetra planeri) and of the bullhead (Cottus gobio).
15. On 16 March 2022 Natural England issued interim advice[footnoteRef:5] that projects and plans affecting habitats sites in unfavourable condition due to nutrient pollution are required to provide mitigation. This means that new development must not add to the existing pollution load. This advice applies to the River Lambourn SAC. Part of the White Horse is within the River Lambourn SAC catchment. [5:  Defra (16 March 2022) Nutrient pollution: reducing the impact on protected sites (Policy Paper.)] 



Assessment
16. As required under Regulation 106 of the Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2017 (the ‘Habitats Regulations’), the qualifying body (Wantage Town Council) provided the required information to enable Vale of White Horse District Council to determine whether the assessment under Regulation 105 is required.  Consideration has been given to the potential for the development proposed by the neighbourhood plan to result in significant effects associated with:
· Physical loss of/damage to habitat;
· Non-physical disturbance e.g. noise/vibration or light pollution;
· Air pollution;
· Increased recreation pressure; and 
· Changes to hydrological regimes.

17. The Plan does not allocate any sites for development or promote additional development beyond what is supported in the adopted Development Plan. None of the SACs are located within the Wantage NDP area and the closest is approximately 3km from the boundary of the NDP area. Therefore, the Wantage NDP is unlikely to have significant effects on Natura 2000, either alone or in combination with other plans or projects, taking the above into account. 
18. With regards to the River Lambourn SAC specifically and the recent advice published by Natural England, the Wantage NDP is not proposing any sites for development or supporting additional development beyond what is supported in the adopted Development Plan. It therefore will not add to the existing pollution load.
19. The Council has considered the HRA of the Vale of White Horse Local Plan 2031 Part 2 (October 2019) in respect of the potential in combination effects of the proposals in the Wantage Neighbourhood Plan. As the Wantage NDP is not proposing any additional development beyond that already considered in Vale of White Horse Local Plan 2031 Part 1 or Vale of White Horse Local Plan 2031 Part 2, we consider that the Wantage NDP is not likely to give rise to significant in combination effects.
20. Appendix 2 of this assessment has considered how the development proposed in the Wantage Neighbourhood Plan is unlikely to have significant effects on Natura 2000 sites. Given the plan does not propose any allocations and having regard to the conclusions of Appendix 2, it is considered that the development proposed in the Wantage Neighbourhood Plan is not likely to give rise to significant in combination effects.


Conclusion
21. The Wantage NDP is unlikely to have significant effects on Natura 2000 sites, either alone or in combination with other plans or projects, therefore, an Appropriate Assessment for the Wantage NDP is not required
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