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SUMMARY 

Hopkins Ecology Ltd was appointed by Trundley Designs on behalf of Cranswick Country 

Foods (Norfolk), to prepare an ecological assessment for a proposed new effluent treatment 

plant at the Cranswick site on the western periphery of the Watton conurbation. The main 

focus of the survey is where the treatment plant is to be located (~0.4ha in area), and the route 

of the treated effluent pipe across short pasture to the Watton Brook. The effluent pipe to the 

treatment plant will run through the existing works complex, but the route is to be finalised.  

This draft is a revision in response to local representations, and includes the results of 

a water vole survey on 15 May 2020. Matters that relate to European sites are contained 

within an accompanying shadow Habitats Regulations Assessment and are not 

considered here.  

The Site of the proposed the effluent treatment plant is an area that was formerly heavily 

disturbed, but is now used infrequently for the storage of materials and parking.  

The vegetation on the Site has largely developed since the 2000s and comprises a mix of 

scrub, tall ruderal and ephemeral / short perennial vegetation, and there is also extensive bare 

earth. A hedgerow runs along the north boundary. Outside of the Site boundary, on the wider 

plot where the treatment plant will be located, there are additional areas of scrub and open 

vegetation, and hedgerows on the west and east boundary. 

The treated effluent pipe runs through an improved sheep pasture to the Watton Brook. The 

effluent quality and quantity will be within the limits of an Environment Agency permit. 

The hedgerows qualify as the priority Hedgerow Habitat of Principal Importance. 

The following are specifically considered to be absent from the Site: 

• Great crested newts. One waterbody within 250m is potentially suitable breeding 

habitat, but it is assessed as being too distant considering the size of the Site for 

impacts on great crested newts to be likely. The connectivity is also poor, with the 

Watton Brook between the waterbody and the Site. As such, irrespective of whether 

they are present in this pond or not, impacts on great crested newts are assessed as 

negligible.  

The species scoped in as possibly present are: 

• Water voles. No evidence of water voles was found during the survey and they are 

thought to be absent, with the caveat the survey was in late-March rather than the 

earliest start date within the survey guidance of mid-April. The survey was thorough, 

and if burrows were present it is thought that they would have been noted. 

• Otters, as transitory individuals. 

• Reptiles, as occasional transitory grass snakes. 

• Foraging bats, in low numbers. 

• Nesting birds, including a small rookery. 

• Hedgehogs. 

• Widespread but declining moths. 

The overall significance of the ecological impacts of the scheme are considered to be low, 

based on the habitat to be lost and overall extent of loss, albeit with some requirement for 
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mitigation. This assessed impact is the same irrespective of the construction method 

for the pipe across the pasture. 

Generic guidance to mitigate construction are: 

• Nesting birds. General site clearance works should avoid the nesting bird season 

(March to August inclusive) or otherwise use a watching brief. There will not be any 

direct impacts on the tree with the rookery, but it is suggested that the building of the 

taller parts of the structure commences before the nesting period for rooks, to minimise 

incidental disturbance. 

• Reptiles. There is a risk of transitory grass snakes on-Site, but the Site lacks heaps of 

coarse organic material they would use for egg-laying or hibernation. Clearance of the 

vegetation during the active period should use two-phase cutting to displace gras 

snakes. Clearance outside of the active period is thought unlikely to impact grass 

snakes and does not require two-phase cutting. 

• Water voles. No evidence of water voles was found during the survey and they are 

thought to be absent. However, as a precautionary measure, it is recommended that 

the water vole survey is repeated at least six weeks before the start of works (between 

May and September) along the Watton Brook to determine presence-absence. If water 

voles are present then an appropriate mitigation method will be implemented.  

• Hedgerow. The installation of the pipe through the hedgerow should follow standard 

arboricultural practice. 

Post-construction mitigation and enhancement is recommended as follows: 

• The lighting of the completed scheme should aim to minimise spill onto adjacent areas 

of vegetation. The lighting scheme should include measures such as baffles, possibly 

motion-activated lighting and also wavelengths that are of lower attractiveness to 

insects. 

• Soft landscaping is the most appropriate enhancement, noting that the overall 

vegetation both within and outside the Site is of value as potential habitat for scrub-

associated birds. It has the potential to be enhanced given the relatively low diversity 

of the herbs, to benefit scrub-associated birds and pollinators. Thus, it is recommended 

that an appropriate seed mix is sown at low density, specifically the ‘British Flora: BFS 

14 – Brownfield Site Wildflower Mix (Open Mosaic habitat on Previously Developed 

Land)’ or an equivalent brownfield rather than grassland mix. The seed should be sown 

thinly within areas of open conditions and disturbance, with management via the 

incidental disturbance already present rather than a mowing regime. In terms of the 

Breckland green infrastructure strategy, the enhancement of the open vegetation has 

the potential to provide enhanced habitat for species of grass and heath that have the 

additional requirement of areas of disturbed ground that than more continuous grass 

swards, of which there are many with the Breckland area. 

Impacts on designated sites are assessed as negligible. The accompanying shadow 

Habitats Regulations Assessment considers the Breckland Special Protection Area and 

its component site of the Breckland Farmland Site of Special Scientific Interest (the 

sole feature of which is the stone curlew). The Site lies within the identified impact zone 

for Wayland Wood, Watton SSSI, but there are no surface water connections, there is 

intervening residential housing and a distance of 2.1km. As such impacts are assessed 

as negligible. Impacts on non-statutory sites are also assessed as negligible for similar 

reasons.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
BACKGROUND 

1.1 Hopkins Ecology Ltd was appointed by Trundley Designs on behalf of Cranswick Country 

Foods (Norfolk) to prepare an ecological assessment for a proposed new effluent treatment 

plant at the Cranswick site on the Western edge of the Watton conurbation.  

1.2 This draft is a revision in response to local representations, and includes the results of 

a water vole survey on 15 May 2020. The main changes are show in bold underline, and 

relate to paragraphs: 5.3, 6.13, 7.3, 7.6, 7.8, 7.10, 7.15, 8.7 and 8.8; Table 2. Matters that 

relate to European sites are contained within an accompanying shadow Habitats 

Regulations Assessment and are not considered here. The scheme designs are also 

updated. 

1.3 The Cranswick complex is located to the north and south of the B1108 Brandon Road, and a 

pipe will run from the south complex to the location of the new effluent treatment plant at the 

northern end of the existing complex to the north of the road. The treated effluent will discharge 

into the Watton Brook. 

1.4 The complex to the south of the road is the main existing operational area, and is entirely 

hardstanding and buildings. The new treatment plant will be north of the Brandon Road, on an 

area of unmanaged land with a Site footprint of ~0.4ha. The route of the pipe to the new plant 

is to be finalised but will run through the existing works complex. 

SITE CONTEXT 

1.5 The Site is on the western periphery of the Watton conurbation with farmland to the east, north 

and west of the location of effluent treatment plant, and residential housing to the east of the 

main complex of buildings and hardstanding. The Site is within the Mid-Norfolk National 

Character Area1, which is characterised as a “broadly flat rural landscape … This is ancient 

countryside with a long-settled character, where arable fields are enclosed by winding lanes 

and hedgerows interspersed with woodland and heath and dissected by lush pastoral river 

valleys”.  

1.6 The boundary to The Brecks National Character Area is 500m to the west. 

LEGISLATION AND PLANNING POLICY 

1.7 The following key pieces of nature conservation legislation are relevant to legally protected 

species (with a more detailed description in Appendix 2): 

• The Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2017 (the Habitats 

Regulations); and 

• The Wildlife and Countryside Act, 1981 (as amended). 

1.8 Also, the National Planning Policy Framework (MHCLG, 20192) requires local authorities to 

avoid and minimise impacts on biodiversity and, where possible, to provide net gains in 

biodiversity when making planning decisions. A substantial number of species are of 

conservation concern in the UK. A small number of these species are fully protected under 

the legislation listed above, but others in England are recognised as Species of Principal 

Importance under the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006 and reinforced 

 
1 Natural England (2014) National Character Area. Mid-Norfolk, 84. Available from: 
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/4560839075954688?category=587130 

2 MHCLG (2019) National Planning Policy Framework. Ministry for Housing, Communities and Local 
Government, London. 
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by the National Planning Policy Framework. For these species local planning authorities are 

required to promote the “protection and recovery” via planning and development control. 

Examples include the widespread reptiles, house sparrows and noctule bats. Many Species 

of Principal Importance are declining at a national level but are nevertheless widespread, such 

as many birds, hedgehogs and moths.  
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2. METHODS 

PERSONNEL 

2.1 This ecological assessment and field survey was prepared and undertaken by Dr Graham 

Hopkins CEnv MCIEEM FRES. He holds full survey licences for great crested newts and bats 

with 15 years of consultancy experience and a particular expertise in entomology.  

DATA SEARCH 

2.2 The desk study comprises a formal data search from the local records centre and review of 

relevant data and information from other sources (Table 1).  

Table 1. Overview of desk study data sources. 
Source Information 

Norfolk Biodiversity Information 
Service 

Designated sites, species of conservation concern; 2km 
search radius. 

MAGIC (www.magic.gov.uk) Additional information on statutory sites, habitats of 
principal importance and wider countryside information. 

Local Planning Applications, 
manual searching of the Breckland 
Council website 

Recent survey data for protected species locally, 
including negative data. 

Various literature and web-based 
searches 

Information on local projects and initiatives of potential 
relevance as well as some species-level data. 

Historic maps of Norfolk 
(http://www.historic-
maps.norfolk.gov.uk/) 

Aerial photographs from 1988 and 1946 (with Google 
Earth for later images); OS maps from 1880s and earlier. 

 

FIELD SURVEYS 

2.3 The visit was on 27 March 2020 and comprised a habitat survey and species scoping (Table 
2). 

Table 2. Summary of survey methods. 

Taxon Summary Survey standard / 
guidelines followed 

Phase 1 and 
hedgerows 

27 March 2020. JNCC (2016)3 and DEFRA 
(2007)4  

Great crested 
newts 

Habitat Suitability Index assessment. See below 
for additional information on methods. 

ARG (2010)5; English 
Nature (20016, 20167)  

Bats: tree 
assessment  

Assessment of trees for potential roost features. Collins (2016)8 

Reptiles Habitat assessment. Froglife (1999)9 

 
3 JNCC (2016) Handbook for Phase 1 Habitat Surveys. Joint Nature Conservation Committee, 
Peterborough. 

4 DEFRA (2007) Hedgerow Survey Handbook. DEFRA, London 

5 ARG (2010) Great Crested Newt Habitat Suitability Index. May 2010. ARG UK Advice Note 5. 
Available online www.arguk.org 

6 English Nature (2001) Great Crested Newt Mitigation Guidelines. English Nature, Peterborough. 

7 https://www.gov.uk/guidance/great-crested-newts-surveys-and-mitigation-for-development-projects 

8 Collins, J. (2016) Bat Surveys for Professional Ecologists. Bat Conservation Trust, London. 

9 Froglife (1999) Reptile Survey. Froglife Advice Sheet 10. Froglife, Halesworth.  

http://www.arguk.org/
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/great-crested-newts-surveys-and-mitigation-for-development-projects
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Taxon Summary Survey standard / 
guidelines followed 

Badgers, brown 
hares and 
hedgehogs 

Visual inspection. Badgers, Harris et al. 
(1989)10; brown hares, 
Harris et al. (2016)11; 
hedgehogs, Roos et al. 
(2012)12 

Water voles  Visual inspection for evidence of burrows, feeding 
remains or droppings. An initial survey on 27 
March 2020 and then a re-survey on 15 May 
2020, the latter being within the recommended 
survey period. 

Dean et al. (2016)13 

Otters Visual inspection for evidence of feeding remains 
or droppings. 

Chanin (2003)14 

Invertebrates Visual appraisal. English Nature (2005)15  
 

Great crested newts 

2.4 Accessible waterbodies within 250m were evaluated using the Habitat Suitability Index (HSI) 

methodology (ARG, loc. cit.). The HSI of a pond is determined by calculating a geometric 

mean of 10 component factors of ‘Suitability Indices’ (SI) that are known to have an influence 

on its suitability as a breeding location for great crested newts (see Table 3), thus:  

• HSI = (SI1 x SI2 x SI3 x SI4 x SI5 x SI6 x SI7 x SI8 x SI9 x SI10)1/10   

2.5 Once calculated, the HSI score for a waterbody can be rated as follows (ARG, loc cit):  

• Excellent (>0.8) 

• Good (0.7 – 0.79) 

• Average (0.6 – 0.69) 

• Below Average (0.5 – 0.59) 

• Poor (<0.5) 

Table 3. Habitat Suitability Index: component factors or SIs. 

Index Name Description 

SI1 Geographic Location Lowland England or upland England, Scotland and Wales 

SI2 Pond area To the nearest 50m² 

SI3 Permanence Number of years pond dry out of ten 

SI4 Water quality Measured by invertebrate diversity 

SI5 Shade Percentage shading of pond edge at least 1m from shore 

SI6 Fowl Level of waterfowl use 

 
10 Harris, S., Cresswell, P. and Jefferies, D. (1989) Surveying Badgers. Mammal Society, Aberdeen 

11 Harris, S.J., Massimino, D., Newson, S.E., Eaton, M.A., Marchant, J.H., Balmer, D.E., Noble, D.G., 
Gillings, S., Procter, D. and Pearce-Higgins, J.W. (2016) The Breeding Bird Survey 2015. BTO 
Research Report 687. British Trust for Ornithology, Thetford. 

12 Roos, S., Johnston, A. and Noble, D. (2012) UK Hedgehog Datasets and their Potential for Long-
Term Monitoring. BTO Research Report No. 598. BTO, Thetford. 

13 Dean, M., Strachan, R., Gow, D. & Andrews, R. (2016) The Water Vole Mitigation Handbook. Mammal 
Society, Aberdeen. 

14 Chanin P (2003) Monitoring the Otter Lutra lutra. Conserving Natura 2000 Rivers Monitoring Series 
No 10. English Nature, Peterborough. 

15 English Nature (2005) Organising Surveys to Determine Site Quality for Invertebrates A Framework 
Guide for Ecologists. Available from: http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/file/116024 

http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/file/116024
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Index Name Description 

SI7 Fish Level of fish population 

SI8 Pond count Number of ponds within 1km² 

SI9 Terrestrial habitat Quality of surrounding terrestrial habitat 

SI10 Macrophytes Percentage extent of macrophyte cover on pond surface 

GUIDANCE 

2.6 This report has been prepared with reference to best practice guidance published by the 

Chartered Institute for Ecology and Environmental Management (CIEEM) and as detailed in 

British Standard 42020:2013 Biodiversity - Code of Practice for Biodiversity and Development. 

Current guidance with respect to different features and taxa has also been followed as 

described for each feature/species group. 

CONSTRAINTS 

2.7 The survey was relatively early in the season, such that many plant species are likely to be 

have been overlooked, but the overall description of vegetation and habitats are considered 

robust. Also, the survey was in late-March while the earliest recommended survey date for 

water voles is mid-April, but as discussed it is considered that the survey was robust. 
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3. DESIGNATED SITES 

OVERVIEW 

3.1 The Site is within a broadly arable landscape but with areas of pasture and some blocks of 

woodland and other habitats. There is a relatively high density of designated sites locally, 

scattered as isolated sites across the landscape and with a larger block of Breckland farmland 

to the south-west (Figure 1). 

Figure 1. Designated sites within 2km. 

 
 

DESIGNATED SITES 

3.2 The designated sites (Table 4) are summarised as follows: 

• Statutory - European, the Breckland Special Protection Area (SPA). 

• Statutory - National, the Breckland Farmland Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). 

• Non-statutory - County Wildlife Sites, seven sites. The nearest is 107m south-east of 

the main site complex. 

• Non statutory - County Geodiversity Sites, four sites. 

Table 4. Site within 2km. 

Site Location Designated features / description 

European sites 

Breckland SPA 1.12km south-
west 

Three species of bird: stone curlews, nightjar and 
woodlark. 

National sites 

Breckland Farmland 
SSSI 

1.12km south-
west 

Stone curlews. 
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Site Location Designated features / description 

County Wildlife Sites 

Land East of Watton 
Fen (975) CWS 

107m 
south-east 

Mixed woodland. 

The Grove (907) 
CWS 

286m north Semi-improved neutral marshy grassland with impeded 
drainage.  

Land South of River 
Wissey (905) CWS 

565m west Wet woodland dominated by a mixture of ash Fraxinus 
excelsior and alder Alnus glutinosa.  

Merton Common 
(731) CWS 

757m 
south-west 

Basic, dry and damp unimproved and marshy grassland and 
woodland and scrub. 

Saham Mere (977) 
CWS 

888m 
north-east 

A large mesotrophic lake surrounded by a mixture of 
woodland and common reed Phragmites australis fringe.   

New Plantation (845) 
CWS 

909m 
south-east 

Broad-leaved semi-natural coppice woodland. 

Land East of Saham 
Toney (979) CWS 

1.95km 
north-east 

Semi-natural woodland adjoining a series of meadows.  

County Geodiversity Site 

Saham Mere CGS 888m 
north-east 

Spring-fed natural lake containing sequence of late 
Devensian and Holocene lake sediments. 

Richmond Lake CGS 1.46km 
north-east 

Findspot of mammoth teeth in organic-rich deposits below 
terrace gravels and Coleopteran evidence indicating warm 
Ipswichian and cold [early] Devensian deposits present. 

Merton Stone CGS 1.55km 
south-west 

An erratic boulder made of Lower Cretaceous 'Neocomian' 
[Spilsby sandstone] rock embedded in boulder clay. 

River Blackwater, 
Church Meadow Site 
CGS 

1.25km 
west 

Findspot of two bout-coupé hand-axes in mint condition in 
river dredging spoil from sandy gravel underlying floodplain 
alluvium.  

 
GREEN INFRASTRUCTURE  

3.3 The Breckland District is predominantly rural and has a vast green infrastructure network, and 

in this context the Council seeks within its polices (in particular ENV 01) “to recognise the 

value of all green infrastructure and the contribution it makes to the local area in which it is 

located”. The Site is not within a strategic green infrastructure corridor, but it does lie within a 

core area for ‘grass / heath’ as shown within the Breckland ‘Green Infrastructure Policies 

Map’16. 

  

 
16 https://www.breckland.gov.uk/media/11646/GI-Policies-Map-A0-1-50-000-
Compressed/pdf/GI_Policies_Map_-_A0_1_50_000_Compressed.pdf?m=636856629761330000 

https://www.breckland.gov.uk/media/11646/GI-Policies-Map-A0-1-50-000-Compressed/pdf/GI_Policies_Map_-_A0_1_50_000_Compressed.pdf?m=636856629761330000
https://www.breckland.gov.uk/media/11646/GI-Policies-Map-A0-1-50-000-Compressed/pdf/GI_Policies_Map_-_A0_1_50_000_Compressed.pdf?m=636856629761330000
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4. SITE DESCRIPTION 

OVERVIEW  

4.1 The Site (Figure 2) comprises: 

• The Cranswick complex to the south of the Brandon Road, comprises buildings and 

hardstanding. 

• North of the Brandon Road the pipe will run through the existing yard.   

• The pipe will then run to the location of the proposed effluent treatment plant, which is 

an area of scrub, sparsely vegetated substrate and bare earth. 

• The pipe for treated effluent then runs to the Watton Brook through a pasture of improved 

sward. 

4.2 The natural soil type is a loamy and sandy soil with a naturally high groundwater and peaty 

surface. 

Figure 2. Habitat plan for the Site north of the Brandon Road.  

 

VEGETATION 

4.3 In the 1940s the location of the proposed effluent treatment plant and the wider plot, i.e. the 

parts of the wider Site that are not part of the concrete yard, was a small field with four 

boundary hedgerows. By the 1980s the Cranswick complex had been constructed to the north 

and south of the Brandon Road, with the broad layout unchanged to the present day. The 

location of the proposed effluent treatment plant was more heavily used in the 1980s through 

to the 2000s, with vegetation largely restricted to the peripheral areas near the current 

hedgerows. The vegetation away from the hedgerows has therefore largely developed since 

the 2000s.   

4.4 The past and current use of the proposed effluent treatment plant Site and the wider plot is for 

occasional parking and storage of pallets, large containers, digger buckets and similar 
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paraphernalia, with the current level of use less than in the aerial photo from the 2000s. The 

habitats are described as follows.  

• Bare earth. Within the areas regularly used by vehicles the substrate is unvegetated. 

Throughout, it is compacted and relatively even, without ruts and depressions. It 

appears to be silty rather than sandy. 

• Ephemeral / short perennial vegetation. This vegetation is in the areas with only 

intermittent disturbance, near the periphery and around vehicles and materials that 

have been stored for a while. This is a grassy sward with a low herb component. The 

main grass sward species is rye grass Lolium species, Yorkshire fog Holcus lanatus, 

false oat grass Arrhenatherum elatius and creeping bent Agrostis stolonifera, but with 

patches of fescue Festuca rubra. The herbs comprise mainly straggly specimens of 

rank ruderals such as nettle Urtica dioica, ragwort Jacobaea vulgaris, and nipplewort 

Lapsana communis, but also present are lower-growing species such as dandelion 

Taraxacum agg, ground ivy Glechoma hederacea, dove’s foot cranesbill Geranium 

molle, bindweed Convolvulus arvensis, catsear Hypochaeris species, daisy Bellis 

perennis, black medick Medicago lupulina, St John’s wort Hypericum species, white 

clover Trifolium repens, buttercup Ranunculus repens, curled dock Rumex crispus, 

lanceolate plantain Plantago lanceolata, and smooth sow thistle Sonchus oleraceus. 

• Ruderal. Areas with even less disturbance have a tall ruderal sward, of mainly rank 

false oat grass and cock’s foot Dactylis glomerata, but with frequent tall herbs such as 

broad-leaved dock Rumex obtusifolius, mugwort Artemisia vulgaris, creeping thistle 

Cirsium arvense, nettle, ragwort, teasel Dipsacus fullonum, cow parsley Anthriscus 

sylvestris, cleavers Galium aparine, ragwort and hogweed Heracleum sphondylium. 

• Scrub. The scrub within the Site is mainly bramble Rubus fruticosus agg, with 

occasional elder Sambucus nigra and hawthorn Crataegus monogyna, field rose Rosa 

arvensis, and goat and grey sallow Salix caprea and S. cinerea. 

• Hedgerow. The only hedgerow along the Site boundary is H2. This is tall, 3-5m tall 

and unmanaged. A dry ditch runs on its south side. It comprises hawthorn with young 

oaks Quercus robur and a single oak standard with sparse ivy Hedera helix; sparse 

bramble is also present. The ground flora is shaded by scrub and comprises tall 

ruderals. 

4.5 The wider vegetation within the plot is described as follows: 

• Hedgerows. Two hedgerows are outside of the Site boundary: 

o H1. This hedgerow runs along the east boundary. It is unmanaged and straggly, 

2-3m in height. It comprises hawthorn with occasional young stems of oak, ash 

and hornbeam Carpinus betulinus. Ivy is present as a climber and there is also 

sparse bramble. The ground flora comprises prostrate ivy, ground ivy, dove’s 

foot cranesbill, cow parsley, herb Robert Geranium robertianum and Oregon 

grape Mahonia species as a garden escape. A dry ditch runs to its east. 

o H3. This hedgerow runs along the west boundary. It is unmanaged and 

straggly, 2-3m in height and appears to be single-species hawthorn. The 

ground flora is shaded by scrub. A wet ditch runs to its west (see below). 

• Scrub. This is as described previously. 
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• Ruderal. The ruderal vegetation is similar to that described previously, albeit with a 

patch of tufted hair grass Deschampsia caespitosa close to the east hedgerow, which 

is suggestive of a damper soil. 

• Ephemeral / short perennial. This is as described previously. 

4.6 In the field where the treated effluent pipe will run the sward is a short-grazed sheep pasture, 

and appears to be mainly rye grass and bent with few herbs other than occasional nettles and 

white clover. The sward is uniform through most of the field. 

4.7 Along the west boundary runs a ditch, which had a gentle flow at the time of survey but may 

be seasonal. This was in a shallow channel without aquatic vegetation other than a few sparse 

water mint Mentha aquatica, and with meadowsweet Filipendula ulmaria as a wetland species 

in the channel and on the sides. The other bankside species were terrestrial grasses and 

herbs such as creeping bent and hairy willowherb Epilobium hirstutum. 

4.8 The Watton Brook almost certainly flows all year (from east to west) and had a moderate flow. 

It was in a channel with moderately steep sides ~1.5m in height and has a uniform structure 

alongside the field. It is separated from the field with a fence. Its vegetation is as follows: 

• The bankside vegetation comprises terrestrial species, and the sward appears to be 

mainly false oat grass but with herbs such as celandine Ranunculus ficaria, and then 

tall ruderals such as nettle and broad-leaved dock. 

• The channel was up to ~40cm deep at time of survey, and 1.8m wide on average. The 

water appeared clean and the substrate was gravel and fine sand, without larger 

cobbles and coarser sand. The vegetation comprised lesser water parsnip Berula 

erecta and bur-reed Sparganium species as submerged components, but which will 

become emergent as the season progress. 
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5. GREAT CRESTED NEWTS 

DATA SEARCH 

5.1 There are no records for great crested newts from within 2km, although it is widely recognised 

that great crested newts are “locally common/frequent through south and mid Norfolk and 

Breckland”17. They are known from the Saham Toney area ~3km from the Site (GW Hopkins 

pers. obs.). 

PONDSCAPE 

5.2 There are two marked waterbodies within 250m (Waterbodies 1 and 2 on Figure 3): 

• Waterbody 1 was formerly a hedgerow pond but was dry at the time of survey and is 

unlikely to support water other than after heavy rain. It was judged to be unsuitable as 

breeding habitat for great crested newts. It is 150m from the Site boundary. 

• Waterbody 2 is a linear pond that is likely to support water in most years. It is shaded 

by bankside trees. Access could not be gained to inspect it, but it is likely to be of lower 

potential value a breeding pond (equivalent to an ‘average’ quality as estimated using 

the Habitat Suitability Index, Table 5). It is 240m from the site of the proposed effluent 

treatment plan and at least 150m from the point where the treated effluent pipe meets 

the Watton Brook. 

5.3 The next nearest waterbody is: 

• Waterbody 3, which is 279m from the Site boundary. The survey report for an unrelated 

scheme18 rated this pond as having a Habitat Suitability Index of ‘excellent’ but a 

presence-absence survey (using environmental-DNA) was negative in 2018. There is 

sufficient confidence in the method employed to conclude that great crested 

newts are absent from Waterbody 3. 

Figure 3. The local pondscape.  

 

 
17 http://norfolkbiodiversity.org/assets/Uploads/Great-crested-newt2.pdf 

18 3PL/2019/0010/F | Erection of 54 dwellings with associated roads, parking, hard & soft landscaping 
and open space etc 

http://norfolkbiodiversity.org/assets/Uploads/Great-crested-newt2.pdf
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Table 5. Habitat Suitability Index assessment for Waterbody 2, including some conservative estimates 
for some factors that could not be determined directly. 

Factor Field 
Score 

Factor 
Score (SI) 

Factor Field 
Score 

Factor 
Score (SI) 

Location Optimal 1 Fowl Absent 1 

Pond area (m2) 1800 0.85 Fish Absent 1 

Pond 
permanence 

Annually 0.9 
Pond density km-2 

>5 1 

Water quality Poor 0.33 Terrestrial habitat Moderate 0.37 

Shade % 
90 0.4 

Macrophyte cover % 
(likely, estimated) 

10 0.35 

HSI score 0.65 

Rating ‘Average’ 

 

5.4 Natural England’s risk assessment tool19 is used here to assess the likelihood of an offence 

against great crested newts, based on the area of the Site and assuming that great crested 

newts are present in Waterbody 2 (Table 6). The key parameters are: 

• Distance, which is 100-250m (240m from the site of the effluent treatment plan and at 

least 150m from the point where the treated effluent pipe meets the Watton Brook). 

• Site area, 0.1-0.5ha (0.4ha for the site of the proposed effluent treatment plant, or 

0.5ha if the treated effluent pipe is included [crudely estimated as 150m in length with 

a working corridor of 5m]). 

Table 6. Output from Natural England’s risk assessment tool. 

 

 

5.5 Based on Site area and distance from Waterbody 2, assuming it supports great crested newts, 

the risk of an offence is ‘highly unlikely’. This is consistent with a qualitative assessment where 

it is assumed any population would be small or moderate, and that connectivity is relatively 

low given the presence of sheep pasture along part of any dispersal corridor and also the 

presence of Watton Brook, which had a moderate flow and probably fish and consequently a 

partial barrier to dispersal.  

5.6 It is therefore concluded that the likelihood of great crested newts being on-Site is extremely 

low or negligible, irrespective of whether they are, or are not, breeding in Waterbody 2. Impacts 

are therefore assessed as negligible, irrespective of the breeding status of great crested newts 

locally.   

 
19 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/great-crested-newts-apply-for-a-mitigation-licence 
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6. OTHER SPECIES 

BATS 

6.1 The data search returned records for eight species of bat, none of which are of roosts and are 

mostly from the Norfolk Bat Survey20: barbastelle, serotine, Daubenton’s, Natterer’s, noctule, 

soprano pipistrelle, common pipistrelle and brown long-eared. None appear to be of roosts. 

6.2 The hedgerow standard in the boundary hedgerow (H2) is too small in stature to support 

cavities or voids that would class as potential roost features. The ivy was also too sparse and 

narrow in stem diameter.  

6.3 The scrub and general herbage will produce moths and other prey such that bats will be 

foraging in low numbers, although higher quality substates are absent, e.g. damp soils that 

would produce an abundance of flies relevant to pipistrelles. 

6.4 The Site is assessed as lacking roosts but likely to be used for foraging by a small assemblage 

of bats. 

Reptiles  

6.5 The only reptile records in the data search are for grass snakes from Saham Toney, ~1.2km 

from the Site. However, the field to the east of the site was surveyed for reptiles in 2018 as 

part of an unrelated scheme (3PL/2019/0010/F, loc. cit.) and recorded low numbers of grass 

snakes but no common lizards. 

6.6 It is likely that grass snakes would be present in the areas of longer herbage alongside the 

Watton Brook and as transitory individuals more widely in longer sward and rough herbage. 

The Site lacks heaps of coarse vegetation that grass snakes would use for nesting or 

hibernation. It is reasonable to conclude that common lizards are absent locally, otherwise 

they would have been recorded in the 2018 survey. Further, the overall quality of the 

vegetation on-Site for common lizards is low, with sharp transitions between areas of cover 

and more open sward (rather than a matrix). Also, the disturbance of the site was formerly 

much more extensive and it is very unlikely that common lizards could have colonised in the 

intervening period. 

6.7 It is concluded that it is likely that there are low numbers of transitory grass snakes on-Site. 

NESTING BIRDS 

6.8 The data search returned records for several species associated with habitats of the wider 

countryside including scrub: 

• Turtle dove, willow warbler, song thrush, house sparrow, tree sparrow, linnet, spotted 

flycatcher, and bullfinch.  

6.9 During the survey: 

• A small flock of house sparrows was present on-Site (10-15 birds), almost certainly 

nesting in nearby housing. 

• A small rookery was noted in the standard hedgerow oak, with 11 active nests. 

6.10 Nesting birds almost certainly use the on-Site scrub. The overall habitat is of low intrinsic 

ecological value, but the mix of scrub and open rough vegetation is suitable for small numbers 

 
20 http://www.batsurvey.org/ 

http://www.batsurvey.org/
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of declining species such as linnet (although they were not noted during the survey). The 

extent of habitat is low and any such species would be in low numbers, thus the vegetation 

and Site is of no more than local significance for nesting birds. 

WATER VOLES 

6.11 There are two water vole records from within 2km, both >1km to the north-east from 2001 and 

2011. Neither record was associated with the Watton Brook, both appear to be from ponds.  

6.12 The Watton Brook is suitable for water voles, with a moderate flow, sloping banks and some 

aquatic and marginal vegetation. 

6.13 The initial survey was in late-March rather than the earliest date of mid-April within guidance 

(Dean et al., loc. cit.). However, given the sparse cover and the ability to directly inspect the 

banks in detail, it is was considered that any burrows or other evidence would have been 

found. Thus, it is was considered the survey was sufficiently robust to conclude that water 

voles are were almost certainly absent and that impacts will be negligible, although as a 

precautionary measure a pre-works survey is recommended. The survey on 15 May 2020 

also found no evidence of water voles, and it is again concluded that they are absent, 

but with a pre-works survey again recommended to ensure legal compliance to cover 

the unlikely scenario of water voles colonising the works area. 

OTTERS 

6.14 There are numerous records of otters locally, including the Watton Brook.  

6.15 No evidence was found, such as feeding remains, and it is very unlikely that there is a holt 

along this stretch of the Watton Brook due to a lack of cover. The presence of transitory otters 

is considered likely. 

SMALL MAMMALS 

6.16 Small mammals are assessed as follows: 

• Badgers. The only records of badgers are as roadkill, the most recent from 2008 >1km 

from the Site. There was no evidence on-Site and they are concluded to be absent.  

• Hedgehogs. There are numerous records of hedgehogs from much of the search 

radius, and they are likely to be present locally and possibly using the Site for foraging 

and possibly for shelter. 

INVERTEBRATES 

6.17 Records for 65 species of invertebrate were returned, and these were run through Natural 

England’s Invertebrate Species-habitat Information System (Drake et al., 200721) to determine 

the habitat associations (Table 4). The main findings are: 

• A number of wetland specialists are present within 2km, all of which are recorded from 

Merton Common CWS >700m from the site. These are screened out as they are 

associated with higher quality wetland habitats and not farmland ditches or flowing 

streams. 

 
21 Drake C.M., Lott, D.A., Alexander, K.N.A. & Webb, J. (2007) Surveying Terrestrial and Freshwater 
Invertebrates for Conservation Evaluation. Natural England, Sheffield.  
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• Also recorded are 32 species of moth that have the status of Species of Principal 

Importance due to national declines (Butterfly Conservation, 200722) while remaining 

widespread. These moths are associated with a range of herbs and shrubs as 

caterpillar foodplants. Many of these records are from a trapping station in a residential 

part of Watton. 

6.18 The Site itself lacks specialist microhabitats such as open-sward grassland and scarcer wood 

decay types (e.g. heartwood decay). The ephemeral short perennial vegetation is thought to 

be overly disturbed and lacking more established short sward character as defined within ISIS, 

and therefore of lower value. The Site is assessed as supporting a small assemblage of 

widespread but declining moths but not specialist species. 

 

  

 
22 Butterfly Conservation (2007) Biodiversity Action Plan – Moths. Available from: http://butterfly-
conservation.org/files/uk-bap-species-moths-research-only.pdf 
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7. DISCUSSION 

EVALUATION 

Habitats  

7.1 The only priority Habitat of Principal Importance (cf Maddock, 201123) are the hedgerows. The 

Site and plot hedgerows do not qualify as Important Hedgerows. The main area where the 

treated effluent plant is located does not qualify as a priority habitat24 by virtue of the extent of 

the habitat, irrespective of any other ecological criteria. 

SPECIES OF CONSERVATION CONCERN 

7.2 The following are specifically considered to be absent from the Site: 

• Great crested newts. One waterbody within 250m is potentially suitable breeding 

habitat, but it is assessed as being too distant considering the size of the Site for 

impacts on great crested newts to be likely. There is also limited connectivity. As such, 

irrespective of whether they are present in this pond or not, impacts on great crested 

newts are assessed as negligible.  

7.3 The species scoped in as possibly present are: 

• Water voles, which were not recorded during the surveys (27 March and 15 May 2020) 

and are concluded to be absent. and are very unlikely to be present, but whose 

presence cannot be wholly discounted on the basis that the survey was roughly 

two weeks earlier than the earliest start date within the survey guidance. 

• Otters, which are likely to be present as transitory individuals along the Watton Brook. 

• Reptiles, as occasional transitory grass snakes. 

• Foraging bats in low numbers. 

• Nesting birds, both common species and also possibly more specialist scrub-

associated species. 

• Hedgehogs. 

• Widespread but declining moths. 

7.4 The Site lacks specialist resources or microhabitats, and the species of conservation concern 

scoped in are likely to be components of larger local populations. 

IMPACTS  

7.5 The zone of influence for the scheme will be small, notwithstanding assessments within an 

accompanying shadow Habitats Regulations Assessment regarding the Site’s location within 

a 1500m buffer for the Breckland SPA. The pathways of potential impact are likely to be 

localised light spill and disturbance. The discharge of treated effluent will be covered by an 

Environment Agency permit. 

Sites 

7.6 It is considered there will not be an impact on designated sites, mainly by virtue of distance 

and the small zone of influence of the scheme. Additional factors are also considered relevant 

 
23 Maddock, A. (2011) UK Biodiversity Action Plan Priority Habitat Descriptions. Available from: 
http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/PDF/UKBAP_PriorityHabitatDesc-Rev2011.pdf 

24 E.g. Open Mosaic Habitat on Previously Developed Land. 
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in relation to European sites, as assessed within an accompanying shadow Habitats 

Regulations Assessment. The Site lies within the impact zone identified on MAGIC for 

Wayland Wood, Watton SSSI, which lies 2.1km from the Site, separated by existing 

residential areas of Watton. Impacts on Wayland Wood, Watton SSSI are screened out 

on the basis of the size of the scheme, distance and intervening land use, and the lack 

of surface water connections. Impacts on the Breckland Farmland SSSI are as 

considered within the accompanying shadow HRA, which covers potential impacts on 

the sole designated feature, namely stone curlews. 

On-Site 

7.7 The scheme is presented below (Figure 4), showing the extent of the actual built construction 

within the Site, extending over bare substrate, ephemeral/short perennial vegetation, tall 

ruderal and scrub. The pipe will be excavated to run across the pasture to Watton Brook. At 

the Watton Brook the design of the pipe discharge is subject to detailed design but it likely to 

comprise: 

• A precast headwall with a flap. 

• The discharge point will probably be ~1.5 from the level of the pasture, close to the 

water surface.  

Figure 4. The proposed scheme, with annotations. 

 

 

7.8 The discharge pipe will run through improved sward and the impact will be of minor 

significance, irrespective of the construction method.  

7.9 The overall significance of the ecological impacts of the scheme are considered to be low, 

based on the type of habitat to be lost and overall extent of loss, albeit with some requirement 

for mitigation. 
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MITIGATION OF CONSTRUCTION IMPACTS  

7.10 Generic guidance to mitigate construction are: 

• Nesting birds. General site clearance works should avoid the nesting bird season 

(March to August inclusive) or otherwise use a watching brief. There will not be any 

direct impacts on the tree with the rookery, but it is suggested that the building of the 

taller parts of the structure commence before the nesting period for rooks to minimise 

incidental disturbance. 

• Reptiles. There is a risk of transitory grass snakes on-Site, but the Site lacks heaps of 

coarse organic material they would use for egg-laying or hibernation. Clearance of the 

vegetation should have regard for the possibility of grass snakes: 

o If clearance is during the period then they are likely to be on-Site (April to October, 

noting the risk to nesting birds), then a two-phase cutting of vegetation should be 

employed. First, the taller herbage should be cut to roughly 30cm, then after at 

least a day it should be cut to ground level. Cutting and clearance should be from 

south to north, to flush any grass snakes off the Site. 

o Clearance from November to March is very unlikely to affect reptiles, as they will 

be hibernating elsewhere. This can be undertaken without a requirement for two-

phase cutting. 

• Water voles. No evidence of water voles was found during the survey and they are 

concluded to be absent. However, as a precautionary measure it is recommended 

that the water vole survey is repeated at least six weeks before the start of works 

(between May and September) along the Watton Brook to determine presence-

absence. If water voles are present then an appropriate mitigation method will be 

required. This recommendation for a survey prior to works is as a precautionary 

measure to ensure legal compliance in the unlikely event of colonisation by 

water voles. Nevertheless, the assessment concludes that impacts on water 

voles are negligible. 

• Hedgerow. The installation of the pipe through the hedgerow should follow an 

arboricultural method with respect to hedgerow. 

MITIGATION POST-CONSTRUCTION AND ENHANCEMENT  

7.11 The lighting of the completed scheme should aim to minimise spill onto adjacent areas of 

vegetation. The lighting scheme should include measures such as baffles, possibly motion-

activated lighting and also wavelengths that are of lower attractiveness to insects. 

7.12 Soft landscaping is the most appropriate enhancement, noting that the overall vegetation both 

within and outside the Site comprises bare earth, open vegetation and scrub. This is of value 

as potential foraging habitat for scrub-associated birds but it nevertheless has the potential to 

be enhanced given the relatively low diversity of the herbs, to benefit scrub-associated birds 

and pollinators. In terms of the Breckland green infrastructure strategic green infrastructure, 

the enhancement of the open vegetation has the potential to provide enhanced habitat for 

Breckland species of grass and heath, of which many are associated with open, dry,  

conditions with periodic disturbance rather than  rather than grass swards without physical 

disturbance (Dolman et al. 2012)25.  

 
25 Dolman, P.M., Panter, C.J. and Mossman, H.L. (2012) The biodiversity audit approach challenges 
regional priorities and identifies a mismatch in conservation. Journal of Applied Ecology 49, no. 5 
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7.13 Thus, the following is recommended: 

• The areas of bare earth and sparse sward of is enhanced by a low density sowing of 

a flower-rich commercial seed mix suitable for brownfield sites, such ‘British Flora: BFS 

14 – Brownfield Site Wildflower Mix (Open Mosaic habitat on Previously Developed 

Land)’26. 

• The seed should be sown thinly within areas of open conditions and disturbance. 

• It is specifically not recommended that soil preparation is undertaken in advance, to 

maintain the brownfield conditions and limit any adventitious rank ruderals that may 

arise in such conditions, such as thistles. 

• On-going management should be via the incidental disturbance already present rather 

than a mowing regime. 

7.14 The brownfield seed mix is tolerant of nutrient poor soil, with little management other than 

incidental disturbance. The composition is listed below but includes some species that are 

recognised as important nectar plants for pollinators (Falk, 200727), such as weld Reseda 

luteola, wild carrot Daucus carota and viper’s bugloss Echium vulgare. The mix is shown 

below: 

Wildflowers:  
6% Centaurea cyanus – (Cornflower) 
1% Centaurium erythraea – (Common 
centaury) 
8% Centaurea nigra – (Black knapweed) 
5% Daucus carota – (Wild carrot) 
2% Echium vulgare – (Viper’s bugloss) 
1% Hieracium pilosella – (Mouse-ear 
hawkweed) 
1% Hypericum perforatum – (Common St 
John’s Wort) 
2% Hypochaeris radicata – (Common cat’s-ear) 
9% Leucanthemum vulgare – (Oxeye Daisy) 
2% Linaria vulgaris – (Common toadflax) 
4% Lotus corniculatus – (Common bird’s-foot 
trefoil)  
7% Maticaria recutitia – (Scented mayweed)  
 

Wildflowers (cont): 
8% Medicago lupulina – (Black medick) 
3% Reseda luteola – (Weld)  
5% Rumex acetosella – (Sheep’s sorrel) 
5% Silene alba – (White campion) 
4% Silene vulgaris – (Bladder campion) 
2% Trifolium arvense – (Hare’s-foot clover) 
3% Trifolium pratense – (Red clover) 
2% Vicia cracca – (Tufted vetch) 
 

Grasses:  
15% Festuca ovina – (Sheep’s fescue)  
5% Festuca rubra ssp. rubra – (Red fescue) 

7.15 Given that the target of enhancements are the scrub-grassland species, including scrub-

associated birds, it is specifically recommended that bird boxes and other ‘enhancements’ are 

not installed. The enhancement described above is considered to be proportionate and 

relevant to the Site, and of specific value to features that are particular significance 

locally.  

 
(2012): 986-997. Available from: https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1365-
2664.2012.02174.x 
26 https://grassandflower.co.uk/british-flora/store/products/bfs-14-brownfield-site-wildflower-mix-open-

mosaic-habitat-on-previously-developed-land-80-flora/ 

27 Falk, S. J. 2007. Bees and wasps in the diversified coniferous woodland settings of British 
Centerparcs. British Journal of Entomology and Natural History, 20: 21-45. 

https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1365-2664.2012.02174.x
https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1111/j.1365-2664.2012.02174.x
https://grassandflower.co.uk/british-flora/store/products/bfs-14-brownfield-site-wildflower-mix-open-mosaic-habitat-on-previously-developed-land-80-flora/
https://grassandflower.co.uk/british-flora/store/products/bfs-14-brownfield-site-wildflower-mix-open-mosaic-habitat-on-previously-developed-land-80-flora/
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8. CONCLUSIONS 

8.1 The site of the proposed the effluent treatment plant is an area that was formerly heavily 

disturbed but is now used infrequently for storage of materials and parking.  

8.2 The vegetation that has largely developed since the 2000s comprises a mix of scrub, tall 

ruderal and ephemeral / short perennial vegetation, and there is also extensive bare earth. A 

hedgerow runs along the north boundary. Outside of the Site boundary, on the wider plot 

where it is located, there is additional areas of scrub and herb vegetation, and a west and east 

boundary hedgerow. 

8.3 The effluent pipe to the effluent treatment plant will run through the existing works complex, 

but the route is to be finalised. The treated effluent pipe runs through an improved sheep 

pasture to the Watton Brook.  

8.4 The hedgerows qualify as the priority Hedgerow Habitat of Principal Importance. 

8.5 The following are specifically considered to be absent from the Site: 

• Great crested newts. One waterbody within 250m is assessed to be potentially suitable 

breeding habitat, but it is assessed as too distant considering the size of the Site for 

impacts on great crested newts to be likely. As such irrespective of whether they are 

present in this pond or not, impacts on great crested newts are assessed as negligible.  

8.6 The species scoped in as possibly present are: 

• Water voles, which were not recorded during the survey and are very unlikely to be 

present, but whose presence cannot be wholly discounted on the basis that the survey 

was roughly two weeks earlier that the earliest start date within the survey guidance. 

• Otters, as transitory individuals. 

• Reptiles, as occasional transitory grass snakes. 

• Foraging bats in low numbers. 

• Nesting birds, both common species and also possibly more specialist scrub-

associated species. 

• Hedgehogs. 

• Widespread but declining moths. 

8.7 The overall significance of the ecological impacts of the scheme are considered to be low, 

based on the habitat to be lost and overall extent of loss, albeit with some requirement for 

mitigation. This considers both the on-Site habitats (including pasture) and species. 

8.8 Generic guidance to mitigate construction are: 

• Nesting birds. General site clearance works should avoid the nesting bird season 

(March to August inclusive) or otherwise use a watching brief. There will not be any 

direct impacts on the tree with the rookery, but it is suggested that the building of the 

taller parts of the structure commence before the nesting period for rooks to minimise 

incidental disturbance. 

• Reptiles. There is a risk of transitory grass snakes on-Site, but the Site lacks heaps of 

coarse organic material they would use for egg-laying or hibernation. Clearance of the 

vegetation during the active period should use two-phase cutting to displace gras 
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snakes. Clearance outside of the active period is thought unlikely to impact grass 

snakes and does not require two-phase cutting. 

• Water voles. No evidence of water voles was found during the surveys (27 March and 

15 May 2020) and they are concluded to be absent, with the caveat the survey was 

in late-March rather than the earliest start date within the survey guidance of 

mid-April. However, as a precautionary measure it is recommended that the water 

vole survey is repeated at least six weeks before the start of works (between May and 

September) along the Watton Brook to determine presence-absence. If water voles 

are present then an appropriate mitigation method will be implemented. The scheme 

is assessed as having negligible impact on water voles. 

• Hedgerow. The installation of the pipe through the hedgerow should follow standard 

arboricultural practice. 

8.9 Post-construction mitigation and enhancement is recommended as follows: 

• The lighting of the completed scheme should aim to minimise spill onto adjacent areas 

of vegetation. The lighting scheme should include measures such as baffles, possibly 

motion-activated lighting and also wavelengths that are of lower attractiveness to 

insects.  

• Soft landscaping is the most appropriate enhancement of the Site. The overall 

vegetation is of value as potential habitat for scrub-associated birds but nevertheless 

has the potential to be enhanced given the relatively low diversity of the herbs, to 

benefit scrub-associated birds and pollinators. Thus, it is recommended that an 

appropriate seed mix is sown at low density, specifically the ‘British Flora: BFS 14 – 

Brownfield Site Wildflower Mix (Open Mosaic habitat on Previously Developed Land)’. 

The seed should be sown thinly within areas of open conditions and disturbance, and 

it is specifically recommended that soil preparation is not undertaken in advance, to 

maintain the brownfield conditions and limit any adventitious rank ruderals that may 

arise in such conditions, such as thistles. On-going management should be via the 

incidental disturbance already present rather than a mowing regime.  

8.10 It is considered there will not be an impact on designated sites, mainly by virtue of distance 

and the small zone of influence of the scheme. Additional factors are also considered relevant 

in relation to European sites, as assessed within an accompanying shadow Habitats 

Regulations Assessment. 
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9. APPENDIX 1: PHOTOGRAPHS 

 

Figure 5. 
The Site looking north with the 
three with the rookery to the rear. 

  

 

Figure 6. 
The eastern end of the Site. 
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Figure 7. 
The western part of the Site. 

  

 

Figure 8.  
The pasture through which the 
effluent pipe will run. 

  

 

Figure 9. 
The Watton Brook, upstream with 
the discharge point to the right. 
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10. APPENDIX 2: LEGISLATION SUMMARY 
 

Non-technical account of relevant legislation and policies. 

Species Legislation  Offence Licensing 

Bats: 
European 
protected 
species 

Conservation of 
Habitats and 
Species 
Regulations 
2010 (as 
amended) Reg 
41 

Deliberately capture, injure or 
kill a bat; deliberate disturbance 
of bats; or damage or destroy a 
breeding site or resting place 
used by a bat. [The protection of 
bat roosts is considered to apply 
regardless of whether bats are 
present.] 

A Natural England (NE) 
licence in respect of 
development is required. 

Bats: 
National 
protection 

Wildlife and 
Countryside Act 
1981 (as 
amended) S.9 

Intentionally or recklessly 
obstruct access to any structure 
or place used for shelter or 
protection or disturb a bat in 
such a place. 

Licence from NE is 
required for surveys 
(scientific purposes) that 
would involve disturbance 
of bats or entering a known 
or suspected roost site. 

Birds Wildlife and 
Countryside Act 
1981 (as 
amended) S.1 

Intentionally kill, injure or take 
any wild bird; intentionally take, 
damage or destroy the nest of 
any wild bird while that nest is in 
use or being built. Intentionally 
or recklessly disturb a Schedule 
1 species while it is building a 
nest or is in, on or near a nest 
containing eggs or young; 
intentionally or recklessly disturb 
dependent young of such a 
species [e.g. kingfisher]. 

No licences are available 
to disturb any birds in 
regard to development. 

Great 
crested 
newt: 
European 
protected 
species 

Conservation of 
Habitats and 
Species 
Regulations 
2010 (as 
amended) Reg 
41 

Deliberately capture, injure or 
kill a great crested newt; 
deliberate disturbance of a great 
crested newt; deliberately take 
or destroy its eggs; or damage 
or destroy a breeding site or 
resting place used by a great 
crested newt. 

Licences issued for 
development by Natural 
England. 

Great 
crested 
newt: 
National 
protection 

Wildlife and 
Countryside Act 
1981 (as 
amended) S.9 

Intentionally or recklessly 
obstruct access to any structure 
or place used for shelter or 
protection or disturb it in such a 
place. 

A licence is required from 
Natural England for 
surveying and handling. 

Adder, 
common 
lizard, 
grass 
snake slow 
worm 

Wildlife and 
Countryside Act 
1981 S.9(1) and 
S.9(5) 

Intentionally kill or injure any 
common reptile species. 

No licence is required. 
However, an assessment 
for the potential of a site to 
support reptiles should be 
undertaken. 
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Species Legislation  Offence Licensing 

Scientific 
Interest 
(SSSI)  
 

Wildlife and 
Countryside Act 
1981 (as 
amended)  
 

To carry out or permit to be 
carried out any potentially 
damaging operation. SSSIs are 
given protection through policies 
in the Local Development Plan. 

Owners, occupiers, public 
bodies and statutory 
undertakers must give 
notice and obtain the 
appropriate consent under 
S.28 before undertaking 
operations likely to 
damage a SSSI.  All public 
bodies to further the 
conservation and 
enhancement of SSSIs. 

County 
Wildlife 
Sites  

There is no 
statutory 
designation for 
local sites. 

Local sites are given protection 
through policies in the Local 
Development Plan. 

Development proposals 
that would potentially affect 
a local site would need to 
provide a detailed 
justification for the work, 
an assessment of likely 
impacts, together with 
proposals for mitigation 
and restoration of habitats 
lost or damaged. 
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SUMMARY 

Hopkins Ecology Ltd was appointed by Trundley Designs on behalf of Cranswick Country 

Foods (Norfolk) to prepare a shadow Habitats Regulations Assessment for a proposed new 

effluent treatment plant at the Cranswick site on the western edge of the Watton conurbation. 

The footprint of the effluent treatment plant will be no more than ~0.27ha. The Cranswick 

complex comprises a series of large commercial units and associated parking. The treated 

effluent will discharge into the Watton Brook, which then runs to the River Wissey. 

This report provides a ‘shadow’ Habitats Regulations Assessment for the scheme, in order to 

provide the relevant information for the local planning authority (who are also the ‘competent 

authority’) to prepare their own assessment.  

Three European sites are identified as potentially relevant, as judged by distance or 

association with downstream wetland habitat: 

• Breckland Special Protection Area (SPA), 1.12km south west. Designated for three 

birds associated with grassland, heathland and farmland. Stone curlews are the main 

focus of this assessment. 

• Breckland Special Area of Conservation (SAC), 2.9km south west. Designated for 

some aquatic habitats as well as terrestrial habitat. The only SAC connected to the 

watercourse flowing from the Site is part of the Breckland SAC, which straddles the 

River Wissey 6.9km (Euclidean distance) from the Site. 

• Norfolk Valley Fens SAC, 13.1km west (Euclidean). Designated for wetland habitat. 

There are closer Norfolk Valley Fens sites, but these are not near the Watton Brook 

nor the River Wissey. 

Two pathways of potential impact are readily screened out, namely general disturbance and 

impacts of treated effluent. The general disturbance from the construction and operation of 

the scheme are thought to have small zones of influence, far less than the distance to the 

Breckland SPA. The effluent quality and volume will be covered by an Environment Agency 

permitting regime, and also the length of the watercourse before it reaches the SAC is 

substantial. Neither of these pathways will impact the integrity of any sites. 

The Site lies within the primary 1500m buffer for the Breckland SPA, and consideration 

of this forms the major part of the shadow HRA. However, the local representation 

broadly raises concerns over: 

• The secondary buffer zone of the Breckland SPA. 

• The additional 1km orange impact cells for the Breckland SPA. 

As clarification, reference is made to the relevant text of the Breckland HRA by Hoskin 

and Liley. Thus: 

• Secondary buffers are outside of the Breckland SPA and defined by the criterion 

of “1km grid cells that had held 5 or more stone curlew nests over the period 

1995-2006 …”. The map provided by Hoskin and Liley shows the secondary 

buffer to be located within discrete areas, such as north west of Watton, west of 

Swaffham and elsewhere. It is not defined as a secondary buffer on the primary 

buffer, but is instead limited in extent. The Site does not lie within a secondary 

buffer and as such it is not a relevant consideration. 
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• The additional 1km orange impact cells in Hoskin and Liley’s map are areas 

where there are no or limited survey data, recognising that some cells may not 

contain suitable habitat, but require additional checks to be covered by a project 

level HRA. 

In terms of the orange impact cells, local habitat was assessed with respect to the 

requirements of stone curlews for open habitats with bare substrate. To the east of the 

Site the impact cells cover central Watton and residential parts of Watton. North and 

west of the Site there is no suitable habitat for stone curlews: the land is close to Watton 

Brook and is under sheep and cattle pasture, which explicitly lacks the required bare 

substrate for nesting.  

Thus, at this project level the impact cells close to the Site can be discounted in terms 

of the presence of nesting stone curlews. The only arable fields which may offer nesting 

habitat in the impact squares near to the Site, are to the south-west immediately 

adjacent to the Breckland SPA boundary. The impact cell covering the Site or adjacent 

impact cells is pasture not arable. Thus, at the project level the scheme is not relevant 

to the orange impact cells. 

The local representation noted the shadow HRA did not consider the masking of the 

Site from the north and east. However, Hoskin and Liley only state a requirement for 

masking from the Breckland SPA, i.e. there is no requirement for masking from where 

stone curlews are absent. As an additional point, the quantitative assessment 

employed in this shadow HRA follows the method used to inform the plan-level HRA, 

which did recognise that residential and other buildings were included within the 

parameterisation, but the available evidence was suggestive of agricultural and 

commercial buildings not being negatively associated with stone curlews. 

The Site lies within a 1500m buffer for the Breckland SPA, where the visual intrusion of 

buildings is thought to be a pathway of potential impact on stone curlews. The analysis of 

visual intrusion comprises a quantitative and qualitative component: 

• First, the quantitative analysis uses the Clarke et al. model. This model is a significant 

part of the evidence base informing the creation of the 1500m buffer. The model 

calculates the contribution of the effluent treatment plant as making no more than a 

2.25% contribution to the existing level of visual disturbance. The model does not take 

into account site specific factors, such as screening and disturbance from other 

sources, and is based only on distance, the existing road, and the extent of existing 

and proposed buildings. A transcription error entered the text of the earlier version 

of the shadow HRA, such that the existing level of disturbance was stated as 

0.049, rather than the correct value of 0.49. This did not affect the calculated 

additional disturbance estimate that was provided, namely 2.25% of the existing. 

• Second, the likelihood of the new effluent treatment plant being visible. Cross 

referencing to the ENV 03, within the buffer zone an absence of impacts on site 

integrity can be readily demonstrated if a new building is masked from the SPA by 

existing development. The new effluent treatment plant is alongside the existing urban 

edge of Watton, and although scattered buildings in the countryside will not completely 

screen or mask the building there will nevertheless be substantial screening. Further, 

there are many hedgerows and other trees in the countryside between the Site and 

the Breckland SPA, and these will provide further screening or masking. 

The existing disturbance regime along the Breckland SPA boundary is relevant. The Peddars 

Way runs alongside the SPA boundary, and therefore there is almost certainly a high level of 
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existing disturbance along the eastern part of the SPA and resultant avoidance of that area by 

stone curlews. 

The level of visual disturbance caused by the scheme will therefore be very low in absolute 

terms, as determined on a quantitative basis, and further lessened through existing screening 

or masking. The significance of any remaining visual disturbance is almost certainly negligible 

compared to that from walkers on The Peddars Way. 

It is explicitly considered that the scheme would not act in combination with The Peddars Way, 

rather The Peddars Way would be the main source of disturbance, with the contribution of the 

effluent treatment plant being negligible. That is, the stone curlews would first avoid walkers, 

and the role of the effluent treatment plant in changing the behaviour or stone curlews would 

be negligible. 

It is therefore considered that the scheme will not change the behavior of stone curlews such 

that there would be an impact on the site integrity of the Breckland SPA. This assessment is 

made with sufficient confidence to conclude that no additional assessments are required.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

BACKGROUND 

1.1 Hopkins Ecology Ltd was appointed by Trundley Designs on behalf of Cranswick Country 

Foods (Norfolk) to prepare a shadow Habitats Regulations Assessment (shadow HRA) for a 

proposed new effluent treatment plant at the Cranswick site on the western edge of the Watton 

conurbation. 

1.2 This report provides a ‘shadow’ HRA including an Appropriate Assessment for the scheme, in 

order to provide the relevant information for the local planning authority (who are also the 

‘competent authority’) to prepare their own assessment.  

1.3 This is a revised shadow HRA, addressing the points raised by a local representation. 

For ease-of-reading, the amendments are shown as bold, underlined text. The main 

changes can be found in the following paragraphs: 3.18 and then as new paragraphs 

3.26 to 3.30. 

1.4 The points considered here are those which address effects on European sites (rather 

than for matters addressed within an accompanying ecological assessment that relate 

to the Site or sites with only national designation) and broadly relate to: 

• The secondary buffer zone of the Breckland SPA 

• The additional 1km orange impact cells for the Breckland SPA. 

1.5 The footprint of the effluent treatment plant will be no more than ~0.27ha. The Cranswick 

complex comprises a series of large commercial units and associated parking on the western 

edge of Watton. The treated effluent will discharge into the Watton Brook, which then runs to 

the River Wissey. 

LEGISLATION AND PLANNING POLICY 

1.6 A Habitats Regulations Assessment specifically considers two classes of designated sites that 

are together termed as European / Ramsar Sites: 

• Special Protection Areas (SPA) and Special Areas of Conservation (SACs). Together 

these are termed European sites, and SPAs are designated for birds while SACs are 

variously designated for other animals, plants, plants, vegetation and habitats.  

• Ramsar Sites are designated by international treaty and their designated features 

may variously include birds, other animals, plants, vegetation and habitats.  

1.7 There are no Ramsar sites in the vicinity, therefore the HRA only considers SACs and SPAs. 

1.8 The following key pieces of nature conservation legislation are relevant to European and 

international sites with statutory protection (with a more detailed description in Appendix 1): 

• The Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2017 (‘the Habitats 

Regulations’). This legislation requires the local planning authority (or competent 

authority) to have sufficient confidence that a project will not impact the integrity of 

European / Ramsar Sites. If a project is likely to affect such a site then the developer 

must provide sufficient information to enable the decision maker to make an 

appropriate assessment of impacts, if required.  
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• The National Planning Policy Framework (MHCLG, 2019 1 ) re-iterates the 

protection afforded to both European / Ramsar Sites.  

 

1 MHCLG (2019) National Planning Policy Framework. Ministry for Housing, Communities and Local 
Government, London. 
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2. METHODS 

PERSONNEL 

2.1 This assessment was prepared by Dr Graham Hopkins CEnv MCIEEM FRES. He has 15 

years of consultancy experience and has prepared a number of shadow HRA reports and has 

liaised with competent authorities over data requirements and analyses for Appropriate 

Assessments.  

DATA SEARCH 

2.2 Data on designated sites locally were taken from the Multi-Agency Geographic Information for 

the Countryside website2 (‘MAGIC’).  

HABITATS REGULATIONS ASSESSMENT 

2.3 The background to the legal basis and process for undertaking the HRA is given in Appendix 

1. In summary, and following standard methods (Tyldesley, 20113), the process is potentially 

divided into distinct stages as required (Table 1). 

Table 1. The stages of a Habitats Regulations Assessment. 

Task Requirements 

Stage 
1 

The ‘test of likely significant effect’ or ‘screening’. 
Establishing whether a plan is ‘likely to have a significant effect’ on a European site, and 
therefore whether or not Appropriate Assessment is required. This stage does not 
consider whether mitigation can reduce impacts to a negligible level. 

Stage 
2 

Appropriate Assessment of whether there is an effect on site integrity. 
This is potentially a two-stage process, with a consideration of whether there are likely to 
be effects, followed, if necessary, by a detailed consideration of site-specific factors 
including mitigation. 

 
  

 

2 www.magic.gov.uk 

3 Tyldesley, D. (2011) Assessing Projects under the Habitats Directive: Guidance for Competent 
Authorities. Report to the Countryside Council for Wales, Bangor. 
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3. INFORMATION GATHERING 

OVERVIEW 

3.1 As described, the HRA process is intended to establish whether a project (or plan) is likely to 

impact the integrity of a European site. The scheme is for an effluent treatment plant and 

associated works to be located on the existing Cranswick complex, with its existing associated 

noise, lighting and general activity. The plant will have a maximum ridge height of 9.5m. 

3.2 The discharged effluent will enter the Watton Brook, which runs to the River Wissey with a 

confluence >7km from the Site, and then to the River Great Ouse south of Downham Market. 

EUROPEAN SITES LOCALLY 

3.3 Three European sites are identified as potentially relevant, as judged by distance or 

association with wetland habitat downstream: 

• Breckland SPA, 1.12km south west (Figure 1). Designated for three birds associated 

with grassland, heathland and farmland. 

• Breckland SAC, 2.9km south west. Designated for some aquatic habitats as well as 

terrestrial habitat. 

• Norfolk Valley Fens SAC, 13.1km west (Euclidean distance). Designated for wetland 

habitat. There are closer Norfolk Valley Fens SAC sites but these are not near the 

Watton Brook or River Wissey. 

3.4 The Breckland SAC and the Norfolk Valley Fens SAC are largely isolated from the water 

courses downstream from the Site, although part of the Breckland SAC straddles the River 

Wissey 6.9km (Euclidean distance) from the Site. The Norfolk Valley Fens SAC (component 

site Foulden Common SSSI) lies within the catchment of the River Wissey, but it is >1km from 

the channel of the River Wissey. 

Figure 1. Designated sites within 2km. 
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KEY DOCUMENTS 

3.5 Three documents are referred to in relation to the policy and evidence base: 

• Breckland SPA Conservation Objectives (Natural England, 20194).  

• Breckland Local Plan (Breckland Council, 2019)5. Particular reference is made to 

policy ENV 03 which outlines the requirement for a HRA in relation to schemes within 

1500m of the Breckland SPA. This is recognized at a plan level as a zone where built 

development is likely to significantly affect stone curlews and the Breckland SPA. This 

is considered in further detail in relation to the Pathways of Potential Impact, below. 

• Breckland HRA (Liley and Hoskin, 20196). This HRA is used as the main reference 

document of the local plan assessment, although reference was made to earlier HRAs. 

3.6 Also, reference is made to a scientific paper published by Clarke et al. (2013)7 which presents 

a spatially explicit model to look at the relationship between the nesting densities of stone 

curlews and roads and buildings as sources of disturbance. This includes a mathematical 

model which is used as a basis for the quantitative assessment here. This paper is a significant 

part of the evidence base used to inform the 1500m buffer around the Breckland SPA. 

ZONES OF INFLUENCE  

3.7 The zone of influence for the main construction works is small, to the Site and boundary areas. 

The discharge of treated effluent would have a zone of impact downstream. 

3.8 However, the Site lies within the 1500m buffer for stone curlews (Breckland Policy ENV 03) 

within which the plan level Habitats Regulations Assessment has identified development as 

likely to have a significant effect on stone curlews and the integrity of the Breckland SPA. 

PATHWAYS OF POTENTIAL IMPACT 

3.9 The pathways of potential impact would be: 

• Habitat loss by construction. The habitat loss will be restricted to the Site, and this is 

not supporting habitat or otherwise relevant to the Breckland SPA and Breckland SAC. 

• Discharge of treated effluent. The effluent will be covered by an Environment Agency 

permitting regime to cover quality and quantity. The treated effluent will enter the 

Watton Brook upstream of the Watton WWTW, connecting to the River Wissey after 

>7km, and then flowing to the River Great Ouse upstream of Downham Market. 

Irrespective of location, it is expected that the treated effluent will be of sufficiently high 

quality to avoid ecological impacts. The Breckland SAC and the Norfolk Valley Fens 

SAC are largely isolated from the water courses downstream from the Site, although 

part of the Breckland SAC straddles the River Wissey 6.9km (Euclidean distance) from 

 

4 Natural England (2019) European Site Conservation Objectives: Supplementary Advice on 

Conserving and Restoring Site Features. Available from: 

http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/file/6754976231849984 

5 Breckland (2019) Breckland Local Plan Examination Version. Available: 
https://www.breckland.gov.uk/media/11656/Breckland-Local-Plan-Examination-
Version/pdf/Breckland_Local_Plan_Examination_Version.pdf?m=636857298044370000 

6 Liley, D. and Hoskin, R. (2019) Breckland Local Plan Habitats Regulations Assessment at Main 
Modifications Stage. Footprint Ecology unpublished report to Breckland Council. 

7 Clarke, R. T., Liley, D., Sharp, J. M., & Green, R. E. (2013). Building development and roads: 
Implications for the distribution of stone curlews across the Brecks. PloS one, 8(8). 

https://www.breckland.gov.uk/media/11656/Breckland-Local-Plan-Examination-Version/pdf/Breckland_Local_Plan_Examination_Version.pdf?m=636857298044370000
https://www.breckland.gov.uk/media/11656/Breckland-Local-Plan-Examination-Version/pdf/Breckland_Local_Plan_Examination_Version.pdf?m=636857298044370000
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the Site. The Norfolk Valley Fens SAC (component site Foulden Common SSSI) lies 

within the catchment of the River Wissey, but it is >1km from the Wissey Channel. 

• Light spill and general disturbance. Disturbance from construction and operation of the 

plant would be limited to the immediately surrounding area. The wider Cranswick 

complex has existing lighting and creates a low level of disturbance. 

• Disturbance in relation to the 1500m buffer for stone curlews. A buffer zone of 1500m 

is proposed within Policy ENV 03 of the Breckland local plan in relation to built 

development within 1500m of the Breckland SPA. 

THE 1500M BUFFER ZONE TO THE BRECKLAND SPA (POLICY ENV 03) 

3.10 In broad terms the key points of the Policy ENV 03 are: 

• ‘Development within 1500m of the Breckland SPA … will not normally be permitted’. 

• Where a proposed building is outside the SPA but within 1500m there may be 

circumstances where a project-level HRA is able to demonstrate that the proposal will 

not adversely impact the integrity of the Breckland SPA. 

• Among the factors that might lessen the impact of single or non-residential buildings 

within 1500m include the complete masking on all sides from the SPA by existing built 

development. 

• The policy makes reference to the ‘Agricultural Buildings and the Breckland SPA Stone 

Curlew constraint Zone Advice Note’, or successor document. It is believed the 

successor document is the ‘Breckland SPA Conservation Objectives’ document. This 

further highlights that “within the constraints zone permission may be granted where: 

o the re-use of existing buildings and development that will be completely 

masked from the SPA by existing development; 

o it can be demonstrated through an appropriate assessment that the 

development will not adversely affect the integrity of the SPA.” 

3.11 Cross referencing to the evidence base for the 1500m buffer, the clear focus is on residential 

buildings (Clarke and Liley, 2013 8  para 9.54). The signal in the analysis of agricultural 

buildings is positive, i.e. there is a positive correlation with nesting density and farm buildings, 

although this result is caveated and likely to be driven by other factors. 

3.12 Clarke et al. present an analysis of nesting density in relation to buildings and roads, with 

both having a negative correlation. Both ‘A’ roads and non-trunk roads have negative 

correlations to nesting density. 

3.13 The mechanism for avoidance of buildings by stone curlews is not understood, but is likely to 

be visual intrusion. 

  

 

8 Clarke, R., & Liley, D. (2013). Further Assessments of the Relationship Between Buildings and 
Stone Curlew Distribution. Unpublished report to Breckland Council. 
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Quantitative Assessment Using the Clarke et al. Model 

3.14 Based on Clarke et al. the density of stone curlew nests in arable habitat in the Brecks is 

related to nearby development by the following equation: 

𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑒𝑁𝑖 = 𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑒𝐴𝑖 + 𝛼 + 𝛽𝐻𝑖𝑋𝐻𝑖 + 𝛽𝑅𝑋𝑅𝑖 

where N is the number of stone curlew nests in a 500m square i, A the area of suitable arable 

habitat, XH and XR are the square-rooted density of nearby buildings and road traffic density 

respectively, both weighted by an inverse distance function. α and the two β variables are 

parameters to be fitted by the model. The model does not consider other factors such as trees 

and hedgerows, which stone curlews tend to avoid when nesting9. 

3.15 The general function for the contribution of sources of disturbance within a locality, i.e. the 

contribution of disturbance within a grid cell to disturbance in the SPA, is shown in Figure 2. 

Of note is that the value of disturbance resulting from buildings within a cell is determined as 

a square root, thus ‘weaker’ sources of disturbance have a greater relative impact. 

Figure 2. Relative weighting function for disturbance features in Clarke et al. The effluent treatment 
plant is at 900-1100m. 

 
3.16 To determine the contribution of different potential sources of disturbance the data and 

parameter values were derived as follows:  

• Disturbance features were identified as buildings and roads on a 50m grid with 

distance taken from the centroid to the central reference square, and passed to the 

Clarke et al distance weighting function. 

• The parameter values were determined as follows:  

o For buildings the proportion of each 50m square occupied by buildings and 

roads. 

 

9 https://www.gov.uk/countryside-stewardship-grants/nesting-plots-for-lapwing-and-stone-curlew-ab5 

https://www.gov.uk/countryside-stewardship-grants/nesting-plots-for-lapwing-and-stone-curlew-ab5
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o Information on traffic levels along the B1108 were taken from a fixed-point 

Department of Transport10 counting station in 2018, midway between Watton 

and the A1065. A value of 2519 movements per day was used. 

o The values for βH and βR inserted into the Clarke equation are taken from 

Clarke et al.’s Table 5, as βH=-0.0082, βR=-0.863.  

• The disturbance value for each 50m square is determined as 𝑊𝑖(𝛽𝐻𝑉𝐻 + 𝛽𝑅𝑉𝑅) where 

Wi is the value of the weight function for each square, βH and βR and the values for 

building density and traffic levels as described above. The value of each square would 

be summed to complete the Clarke et al equation.  

3.17 The results are shown in Figure 3, which shows an arbitrary 500m grid (based on the OS 1km 

grid, each grid square divided in half in both X and Y dimensions). The nearest 500m grid 

square to the development site that is partly within the Breckland SPA is highlighted in blue. 

Disturbance features (buildings and roads) are shown, with each 50m square coloured 

according to its absolute contribution to the Clarke et al disturbance equation. The area of the 

building is over-estimated (as the ‘Site’), therefore the outputs are slightly conservative. 

Figure 3. The nearest 500m grid square to the new development that is partly within the Breckland 
SPA is highlighted in blue. The absolute disturbance influence of nearby 50m squares is shown by 
the intensity of their colour. 

 
 

3.18 The summed contribution to disturbance are: 

• Existing level of disturbance is 0.493. The value previously provided was 

incorrect due to a transcription error by the author, and is indeed 0.493 not 

0.049. 

 

10 https://roadtraffic.dft.gov.uk/local-authorities/154, count point 941739 

https://roadtraffic.dft.gov.uk/local-authorities/154
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• The new development on its own is 0.011.  

• The new development makes an additional contribution to disturbance equivalent to 

2.25%. A fully-occupied 50m square at c. 1km distance from the SPA has a 

disturbance score of 0.003. To increase the existing disturbance level (0.493) by 

25% (to 0.616) would require 40 such squares at 1km distance (10ha).  

Qualitative Assessment 

3.19 Two pathways of potential disturbance are considered on a qualitative basis: 

• Visual disturbance from buildings. 

• General recreational disturbance from paths. 

3.20 In qualitative terms policy ENV 03 states that “Circumstances where the proposal is able to 

conclusively demonstrate that it will not result in an adverse effect on Breckland SPA may 

include where the proposal is …. a new building that will be completely masked on all sides 

from the SPA by existing built development”. 

3.21 Thus, although the complete masking of a new development by existing built development is 

one way to effectively avoid visual intrusion, other screening would achieve the same outcome 

of avoiding visual intrusion on the Breckland SPA. That is, and as explicitly interpreted, in 

terms of avoiding impacts on stone curlews the requirement is to mask or screen, irrespective 

of method used. 

3.22 With specific reference to the Site: 

• Roughly 14.8ha of the Breckland SPA lies within 1500m of the Site. 

• The building is not a novel built development along the wider western edge of Watton, 

where there are existing commercial units and also residential areas. That is, birds 

looking north-east from the Breckland SPA will be familiar with an urban edge vista. 

• Although the Site is not entirely masked by buildings, much of it is: there are three 

countryside buildings that lie along the line of sight between the edge of the Breckland 

SPA and the Site. An analysis in terms of angles of sight is not attempted, but in 

qualitative terms there is nevertheless a substantial level of screening. 

• There are numerous hedgerow trees along the line of sight which provide a substantial 

level of additional masking of the Site from the Breckland SPA. 

3.23 Figure 4 shows the Site in relation to the Breckland SPA within 1500m and other buildings 

within the line of sight, and The Peddars Way is also shown.  

3.24 Also relevant is recreational disturbance from footpaths: 

• Disturbance of stone curlews has been recorded up to 500m from walkers (Taylor et 

al., 200711). 

• The Peddars Way runs along the eastern edge of the Breckland SPA between the Site 

and the SPA boundary.  

 

11  Taylor, E.C., Green, R.C. and Perrins, J. (2007) Stone‐curlews Burhinus oedicnemus and 
recreational disturbance: developing a management tool for access. Ibis, 149, 37-44. 
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• The Peddars Way is a popular walking route, promoted through various media12 13 14 

and also as a walking holiday destination15 16. 

3.25 Thus, as The Peddars Way runs along the eastern boundary of the Breckland SPA it is very 

likely that there is a high level of existing disturbance along the eastern part of the SPA and 

resultant avoidance by stone curlews. 

Figure 4. The Site in relation to the Breckland SPA, buildings in the countryside and The Peddars 
Way. 

 

SECONDARY BUFFER AND ORANGE IMPACT CELLS 

3.26 This section provides clarification on points raised by the local representation: 

• Secondary buffer.  A description and explanation of the secondary buffer is 

provided by Hoskin and Liley paragraph 4.7, pp29. The secondary buffer is 

outside of the Breckland SPA but is defined by the criterion of “1km grid cells 

that had held 5 or more stone curlew nests over the period 1995-2006 …”. Cross 

referencing to the map that shows the secondary buffer (Map 2, pp 33), the buffer 

 

12  https://www.norfolk.gov.uk/out-and-about-in-norfolk/norfolk-trails/long-distance-trails/Peddars-way 

13  https://www.explorenorfolkuk.co.uk/Peddars-way.html 

14 https://www.edp24.co.uk/news/five-best-hidden-walks-in-norfolk-1-6277086 

15 https://www.thewalkingholidaycompany.co.uk/walks/norfolk-coast-path-Peddars-way 

16 https://books.telegraph.co.uk/Product/Phoebe-Smith/The-Peddars-Way-and-Norfolk-Coast-path--
130-mile-national/23376563 

https://www.norfolk.gov.uk/out-and-about-in-norfolk/norfolk-trails/long-distance-trails/peddars-way
https://www.explorenorfolkuk.co.uk/peddars-way.html
https://www.edp24.co.uk/news/five-best-hidden-walks-in-norfolk-1-6277086
https://www.thewalkingholidaycompany.co.uk/walks/norfolk-coast-path-peddars-way
https://books.telegraph.co.uk/Product/Phoebe-Smith/The-Peddars-Way-and-Norfolk-Coast-path--130-mile-national/23376563
https://books.telegraph.co.uk/Product/Phoebe-Smith/The-Peddars-Way-and-Norfolk-Coast-path--130-mile-national/23376563
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is located within discrete areas such as north-west of Watton, west of Swaffham 

and elsewhere. It is not defined as a secondary buffer on the primary buffer, but 

is instead limited in extent. The Site does not lie within a secondary buffer and 

as such it is not a relevant consideration. 

• The additional 1km orange impact cells are defined by Hoskin and Liley in 

paragraph 4.18 pp32. These “identify areas where there are no or limited ... 

survey data … some of these cells may contain unsuitable habitat”. The key 

point is that there are data gaps for these areas and as described in paragraph 

4.19 “additional data checks or surveys may be required which can be covered 

by a project level HRA”. 

3.27 It is therefore not necessary to expand on the point regarding the secondary buffer as 

the Site does not lie within it. In terms of the orange impact cells, local habitat is 

assessed with respect to the requirements of stone curlews of open habitats with bare 

substrate. To the east of the Site the impact cells cover central Watton and residential 

parts of Watton, which is in-line with the acknowledgement that these cells are ‘data 

deficient’. North and west of the Site there is no suitable habitat for stone curlews – the 

land is close to Watton Brook and is under sheep and cattle pasture, which explicitly 

lacks the required bare substrate for nesting (cf RSPB, undated17). 

3.28 Thus, at this project level the impact cells close to the Site can be discounted in terms 

of the possible presence of nesting stone curlews. The only arable fields which may 

offer nesting habitat in the impact zones near to the Site are to the south-west, 

immediately adjacent to the Breckland SPA boundary. The impact cell covering the Site 

or adjacent impact cells is pasture not arable. Thus, at the project level the scheme is 

not relevant to the orange impact cells. 

3.29 The local representation noted the shadow HRA did not consider the masking of the 

Site from the north and east.  As interpreted from Hoskin and Liley, (paragraph 4.22, 

pp34) the significance of masking is only applicable to the sides facing the SPA, i.e. 

“masked from the SPA”. It is not a requirement with respect to stone curlews to mask 

from other sides, as stone curlews are not present on the other sides. 

3.30 A further point is made that it seems ‘spurious and illogical’ to inform the assessment 

using protocols largely developed for residential housing, i.e. to use the methods of 

Clarke et al. to quantify disturbance. First, the Clarke et al. model was parameterised 

considering built development even though they recognise that they included both 

residential and other types of structures. Second, it is recognised within Hoskin and 

Lily (para 2.13, pp21) that building types may differ with respect to possible impacts on 

stone curlews, albeit that “agricultural and commercial buildings do not appear to have 

a negative correlation, but this result requires caution…”.    That is, the standard 

methods have been applied to quantify disturbance, but the evidence suggests that the 

type of development considered here possibly has a lower impact than the residential 

housing for which the methods were developed. 

MITIGATION 

3.31 The scheme is for a new effluent treatment plant. The purpose of the scheme is to treat 

effluent, therefore the actual treatment process and infrastructure do not constitute mitigation.  

 

17 https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/documents/conservation-projects/guidance-on-
plot-management-in-the-brecks.pdf 

https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/documents/conservation-projects/guidance-on-plot-management-in-the-brecks.pdf
https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/documents/conservation-projects/guidance-on-plot-management-in-the-brecks.pdf
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4. STAGE 1: TEST OF LIKELY SIGNIFICANT EFFECT  

4.1 The key points in the screening of potential pathways of impacts on European sites is distance 

to sites, the small zone of influence for some pathways, the separation of European sites from 

the Watton Brook and River Wissey, and the location of the Site within the 1500m Breckland 

SPA buffer. The only pathway of potential impact that is not screened out (Table 2) at this 

stage is disturbance in relation to the buffer. 

4.2 Within the information gathering two assessments are made for the disturbance impact of the 

buildings, assumed to act via visual intrusion and resultant avoidance by stone curlews: 

• A quantitative analysis used the Clarke et al model to calculate the contribution of the 

effluent treatment plant, which is no more than a 2.25% contribution to the existing 

level of disturbance. The model does not take into account site-specific factors such 

as screening and is based only on distance, the existing road, and the extent of existing 

and new buildings. 

• On a qualitative basis the likelihood of the new effluent treatment plant being visible is 

low, or at least its visual intrusion will be low. Cross referencing to Policy ENV 03, one 

way to demonstrate absence of impacts is if the new building is masked from the SPA 

by existing development. Although the new effluent plant is alongside the existing 

urban edge of Watton and scattered buildings in the countryside provide substantial 

masking of the view this is not complete masking, but the extent to which it will be 

visible will be further reduced by the hedgerow trees between the Site and SPA. 

4.3 The existing disturbance regime along the Breckland SPA boundary is also of substantial 

relevance, as The Peddars Way runs alongside the boundary. There is almost certainly a high 

level of existing disturbance along the eastern part of the SPA and resultant avoidance of it by 

stone curlews. 

4.4 The level of visual disturbance caused the scheme will therefore be very low in absolute terms, 

as determined on both a qualitative and a quantitative basis, and further lessened through 

existing screening or masking. The significance of any remaining visual disturbance is almost 

certainly negligible compared to the disturbance caused by walkers on The Peddars Way. It 

is explicitly considered that the scheme would not act in combination with The Peddars Way, 

rather the Peddars Way would be the source of disturbance, with the contribution of the 

effluent treatment plant being negligible. That is, the stone curlews would first avoid walkers, 

and the role of the effluent plant in causing any disturbance would be negligible.  

4.5 Thus, it is concluded that the new effluent treatment plant will not contribute to an increase in 

disturbance within the Breckland SPA, and that it will not change the behavior of stone curlews 

such that there would be an impact on the site integrity of the Breckland SPA.  

4.6 The conclusion there will not be an impact on the site integrity of the Breckland SPA is made 

in the absence of any mitigation and as such no further assessment is required. 
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Table 2. Test of Likely Significant Effect screening. 

Pathway of 
potential impact 

Potentially 
relevant 
site 

Assessment Screening 
assessment 

Taken forward 
to Appropriate 
Assessment 

Habitat loss by 
construction. 

Breckland 
SPA 
Breckland 
SAC 

No relevant habitat affected. No impact on 
site integrity. 

No 

Light spill and 
general 
disturbance. 

Breckland 
SPA 

Very small zone of influence, 
and the Site is within existing 
Cranswick complex. 

No impact on 
site integrity. 

No 

Disturbance in 

relation to the 

1500m buffer for 

stone curlews. 

Breckland 
SPA 

No more than a 2.25% increase 
in disturbance based on the 
Clarke et al. model, to be 
further reduced through the 
substantial screening. The 
existing boundary is subject to 
substantial disturbance from 
The Peddars Way.  
 
The scheme would not 
contribute to an increase in 
disturbance nor impact the 
behaviour of stone curlews such 
that there would be an impact on 
the site integrity of the Breckland 
SPA 

No impact on 
site integrity. 

No 

Discharge of 
treated effluent. 

Breckland 
SAC 
Norfolk 
Valley 
Fens SAC 

Treated effluent will be under 
an Environment Agency 
permitting regime. All sites are 
distant from the discharge point 
and mostly physically separated 
from the River Wissey. 

No impact on 

site integrity. 

No 

 

5. CONCLUSIONS 

5.1 The discharge of effluent and general disturbance are readily screened out as pathways of 

potential impact. 

5.2 In relation to the Breckland SPA and the 1500m buffer a quantitative and a qualitative analysis 

is presented. The contribution of the effluent plant to the existing disturbance regime from 

buildings and roads will be no more than 2.25%, and this would be lessened through the 

screening or masking of the Site by buildings and trees. It is also noted that the existing edge 

of the Breckland SPA is subject to disturbance from the Peddars Way. 

5.3 The new effluent plant would contribute only a very minor increase in disturbance within the 

Breckland SPA, such that that any increase would not change the behaviour of stone curlews 

such that there would be an impact on the site integrity of the SPA. It is considered that this 

conclusion can be made with sufficient confidence to conclude that the scheme will not impact 

the site integrity of the Breckland SPA and that no additional assessments are required.  



 

Page | 17  

New Effluent Plant, Brandon Road, Watton: Shadow Habitats Regulations Assessment  

6. APPENDIX 1: HRA LEGISLATION  
INTRODUCTION 
Within the Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2017, Regulation 63) states that ‘ “A 
competent authority, before deciding to undertake, or give any consent, permission or other 
authorisation for, a plan or project which (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 that site, must make an appropriate 
assessment of the implications of the plan or project for that site in view of that site’s conservation 
objectives”. Further, “In the light of the conclusions of the assessment, and subject to regulation 64, the 
competent authority may agree to the plan or project only after having ascertained that it will not 
adversely affect the integrity of the European site”. 

The Habitats Regulations Assessment relates to Special Protection Areas (SPAs), Special Areas of 
Conservation (SAC) and Ramsar Sites.  

SPAs are sites classified in accordance with Article 4 of the EC Directive on the conservation of wild 
birds (79/409/EEC), more commonly known as the Birds Directive. They are classified for rare and 
vulnerable birds, listed in Annex I to the Birds Directive, and for regularly occurring migratory species.  

SACs are classified in accordance with EC Directive 92/43/EEC on the conservation of natural habitats 
and of wild fauna and flora (the Habitats Directive). Article 3 of this Directive requires the establishment 
of a European network of important high-quality conservation sites that will make a significant 
contribution to conserving the 189 habitat types and 788 species identified in Annexes I and II of the 
Directive.  

These sites are known as the Natura 2000 network and are commonly referred to as European sites. 
Ramsar Sites qualify under the International Convention on Wetlands of International Importance 
especially as Waterfowl Habitat (the Ramsar Convention, Iran 1971 and amended by the Paris Protocol 
1992). Although Ramsar Sites are not protected in law by the Birds and Habitats Directives as a matter 
of policy, government – reiterated in the National Planning Policy Framework has decreed that, unless 
otherwise specified, procedures relating to SPAs and SACs will also apply to Ramsar Sites. The term 
‘international sites’ is used in this report to refer to all three of these qualifying sites. 

An appropriate assessment is a decision by a 'competent authority', as to whether the proposed plan 
or project can be determined as not having an adverse effect on the integrity of any European sites. An 
adverse effect on integrity is likely to be one that prevents the site from maintaining the same 
contribution to favourable status for the relevant feature(s), as it did when the site was qualifying. Only 
where a plan or project can be determined by the competent authority as not having an adverse effect 
on site integrity can it be allowed to proceed.  

The favourable conservation status of the site is defined through the site's conservation objectives and 
it is against these objectives that the effects of the plan or project must be assessed. Regulation 63(2) 
requires that a person applying for any such consent, permission or other authorisation must provide 
such information as the competent authority may reasonably require for the purposes of the assessment 
or to enable them to determine whether an appropriate assessment is required. 

PROCESS 
The Appropriate Assessment process is outlined in Table 3, presented for illustrative purposes, 
outlining the steps required to be undertaken by the competent authority when considering projects 
that may impact on European sites. 

Table 3. The stages of a Habitat Regulations Assessment. 

Task Requirements 

Evidence 
Gathering 

Collation of documentation relating to the project. 
Collecting information on relevant European sites, their conservation objectives and 
characteristics. 

Stage 1 The ‘test of likely significant effect’. 
Establishing whether a plan is ‘likely to have a significant effect’ on a European site 
(alone or in combination), and therefore requiring the Appropriate Assessment. 
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Task Requirements 

Stage 2 Assessment of whether there is an effect on site integrity. 
This is potentially a two-stage process, with a consideration of whether there are 
likely to be effects, followed if necessary by a detailed consideration of site-specific 
factors. Mitigation can be included within this stage. 

Stage 3 If there is an effect on site integrity then the project should be re-assessed with the 
inclusion of compensation and a repeat of stage 2. 

 
An important part of this HRA is the significance of mitigation and compensation; these are defined 
below (Mitigation Versus Compensatory Measures). Following Tyldesley (2011)18 it is considered that 
compensatory measures may be proposed if the project is permitted under the provisions of regulations 
64 and 68, but rather than forming part of the Appropriate Assessment they are included in Stage 3; in 
contrast, mitigation measures may form part of the Appropriate Assessment (i.e. Stage 2). 
SITE INTEGRITY  
Following English Nature (2004)19 and based on definitions within Article 1 of the Habitats Directive, 
site integrity is defined below. 
For habitats: 

• Their range and area must be stable or increasing; 

• The species structure and functions necessary for long-term maintenance exist and are likely 
to continue to exist for the foreseeable future; and 

• The status of the typical species is considered to be favourable. 

For species: 

• The population dynamics data on the species indicate that it is maintaining itself on a long-term 
basis as a viable component of its natural habitats; and 

• The natural range is stable and likely to continue to be, and there is and will probably continue 
to be a sufficiently large habitat to maintain its population on a long-term basis. 

English Nature (199920) proposes a checklist of questions as a pragmatic approach to identifying likely 
effects and to potential mechanisms that may affect site integrity. Where each answer is ‘yes’, then it 
can be concluded that there are no adverse effects. Thus, for the assessment to conclude that there 
are no adverse effects then it is required to show that: 

• The area of Annex I habitats (or composite features) will not be reduced; 

• There will be no direct effect on the population of the species for which the site was Qualifying 
or classified; 

• There will be no indirect effects on the populations of species for which the site was Qualifying 
or classified due to loss or degradation of their habitat (quantity/quality); 

• There will be no changes to the composition of the habitats for which the site was Qualifying 
(e.g. reduction in species structure, abundance or diversity that comprises the habitat over 
time); and  

• That there will be no interruption or degradation of the physical, chemical or biological 
processes that support habitats and species for which the site was Qualifying or classified. 

If the answer is ‘no’ to any of these or if there is uncertainty, then it is necessary to consider further site-
specific factors in order to reach a decision. 
The key site-specific factors that need to be considered when forming judgments on site integrity are: 

• Scale of impact, 

• Long term effects and sustainability, 

• Duration of impact and recovery/reversibility, 

• Dynamic systems, 

• Conflicting feature requirements, 

 

18 Tyldesley, D. (2011) Assessing Projects under the Habitats Directive: Guidance for Competent 
Authorities. Report to the Countryside Council for Wales, Bangor. 

19 English Nature (2004) Internal Guidance to Decisions on ‘Site Integrity’: A Framework for Provision 
of Advice to Competent Authorities. English Nature, Peterborough. 

20 English Nature (1999) Habitats Regulations Guidance Note. English Nature, Peterborough. 
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• Off-site impacts, and 

• Uncertainty in cause and effect relationships and a precautionary approach. 

MITIGATION VERSUS COMPENSATORY MEASURES  
There are three types of counteracting measures to reduce impacts: avoidance and reduction (which 
are grouped together as mitigation) and then compensatory measures. “Mitigation (avoidance and 
reduction) measures (are) built into the project and form(ing) part of the project as proposed or applied 
for”; compensatory measures are those which “do not already form part of the project but may be applied 
as additional conditions or restrictions (Tyldesley loc. cit.; pp13).  

The distinction is: 

• Mitigation measures are those measures which aim to minimise, or even cancel, the negative 
impacts on a site that are likely to arise as a result of the implementation of a plan or project. 
These measures are an integral part of the specifications of a plan or project (see section 4.5 
of the leaflet "Managing Natura 2000 sites. The provisions of Article 6 of the Habitats Directive"), 
and  

• Compensatory measures in the strict sense are independent of the project (including any 
associated mitigation measures). They are intended to offset the negative effects of the plan or 
project so that the overall ecological coherence of the Natura 2000 Network is maintained. 

As recently ruled within the European Court of Justice21 mitigation measures included as part of a 
scheme can only be considered within the Appropriate Assessment and not at the screening stage. 

 

 

21 InfoCuria - Case-law of the Court of Justice Case C-323/17, Screening in order to determine 
whether or not it is necessary to carry out an assessment of the implications, for a special area of 
conservation, of a plan or project.  
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