Date:
11 November 2019
Our ref: 298054
Your ref: Witchford Neighbourhood Plan

Mr E Dade
East Cambridgeshire District Council
Edward.Dade@eastcambs.gov.uk

Hornbeam House
Crewe Business Park
Electra Way
Crewe
Cheshire
CW1 6GJ

BY EMAIL ONLY
T 0300 060 3900

Dear Mr Dade
Re: Submission & Publication of Witchford Neighbourhood Plan
Thank you for your letter dated 17 October 2019 notifying Natural England of the above Witchford
Neighbourhood Plan.
Our only substantive comment is that the Plan appears to miss the opportunity to deliver significant
environmental enhancements through proposed housing development. Whilst Natural England
welcomes the inclusion of policies such as GI3 Development and Biodiversity to protect and enhance
green infrastructure and biodiversity our advice is that relevant plan policies such as SS1 A Spatial
Strategy for Witchford, GI3 and the housing allocation policies WFDH1 – WFDH3, should include a
requirement for the developments to deliver strategic high quality multi-functional green infrastructure
to provide benefits for people and wildlife. This would help ensure that the Plan and associated
development delivers measurable biodiversity net gain in accordance with paragraphs 170 and 174 of
the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF). Additionally this will provide recreational and health
benefits for the local population, providing opportunities to engage with the natural environment and
helping to reduce visitor pressure at more sensitive sites such as nearby Sites of Special Scientific
Interest (SSSIs).
We would like to take this opportunity to provide you with information sources the neighbourhood
planning body may wish to use in developing the plan, and to highlight some of the potential
environmental risks and opportunities that neighbourhood plans may present. We have set this out in
the annex to this letter.
Natural England’s role
Natural England is a non-departmental public body. Our statutory purpose is to ensure that the natural
environment is conserved, enhanced, and managed for the benefit of present and future generations,
thereby contributing to sustainable development. The local planning authority will be aware and should
advise the neighbourhood planning body when Natural England should be consulted further on the
neighbourhood plan. .
Planning policy for the natural environment
Neighbourhood plans and orders present significant opportunities, but also potential risks, for the
natural environment. Proposals should be in line with the National Planning Policy Framework. The key
principles are set out in paragraphs 170-177.
The planning system should contribute to and enhance the natural and local environment by:
 protecting and enhancing valued landscapes, geological conservation interests and soils;
 recognising the wider benefits of ecosystem services;



minimising impacts on biodiversity and providing net gains in biodiversity where possible,
contributing to the Government’s commitment to halt the overall decline in biodiversity,
including by establishing coherent ecological networks that are more resilient to current and
future pressures;

The neighbourhood planning body should also consider the natural environment policies in the area’s
Local Plan. The neighbourhood plan or order should be consistent with these, and the neighbourhood
planning body may decide that the emerging Neighbourhood Plan should provide more detail as to how
some of these policies apply or are interpreted locally.
The attached annex sets out sources of environmental information and some natural environment
issues you may wish to consider as the neighbourhood plan or order is developed.

Yours sincerely

Joanne Widgery
Consultations Team

Annex 1 - Neighbourhood planning and the natural
environment: information, issues and opportunities
Natural environment information sources
The Magic1 website will provide you with much of the nationally held natural environment data for your plan
area. The most relevant layers for you to consider are: Agricultural Land Classification, Ancient Woodland,
Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty, Local Nature Reserves, National Parks (England), National Trails,
Priority Habitat Inventory, public rights of way (on the Ordnance Survey base map) and Sites of Special
Scientific Interest (including their impact risk zones). Local environmental record centres may hold a range of
additional information on the natural environment. A list of local record centres is available here2.
Priority habitats are those habitats of particular importance for nature conservation, and the list of them can be
found here3. Most of these will be mapped either as Sites of Special Scientific Interest, on the Magic website or
as Local Wildlife Sites. Your local planning authority should be able to supply you with the locations of Local
Wildlife Sites.
National Character Areas (NCAs) divide England into 159 distinct natural areas. Each character area is defined
by a unique combination of landscape, biodiversity, geodiversity and cultural and economic activity. NCA
profiles contain descriptions of the area and statements of environmental opportunity, which may be useful to
inform proposals in your plan. NCA information can be found here4.
There may also be a local landscape character assessment covering your area. This is a tool to help understand
the character and local distinctiveness of the landscape and identify the features that give it a sense of place. It
can help to inform, plan and manage change in the area. Your local planning authority should be able to help
you access these if you can’t find them online.
If your neighbourhood planning area is within or adjacent to a National Park or Area of Outstanding Natural
Beauty (AONB), the relevant National Park/AONB Management Plan for the area will set out useful information
about the protected landscape. You can access the plans on from the relevant National Park Authority or Area
of Outstanding Natural Beauty website.
General mapped information on soil types and Agricultural Land Classification is available (under ’landscape’)
on the Magic5 website and also from the LandIS website6, which contains more information about obtaining soil
data.

Natural environment issues to consider
The National Planning Policy Framework7 sets out national planning policy on protecting and enhancing the
natural environment. Planning Practice Guidance8 sets out supporting guidance.
Your local planning authority should be able to provide you with further advice on the potential impacts of your
plan or order on the natural environment and the need for any environmental assessments.

1

http://magic.defra.gov.uk/
http://www.nbn-nfbr.org.uk/nfbr.php
3
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20140711133551/http:/www.naturalengland.org.uk/ourwork/conservation/biodiv
ersity/protectandmanage/habsandspeciesimportance.aspx
4
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-character-area-profiles-data-for-local-decision-making
5
http://magic.defra.gov.uk/
6
http://www.landis.org.uk/index.cfm
7
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-planning-policy-framework--2
8
http://planningguidance.planningportal.gov.uk/blog/guidance/natural-environment/
2

Landscape
Your plans or orders may present opportunities to protect and enhance locally valued landscapes. You may
want to consider identifying distinctive local landscape features or characteristics such as ponds, woodland or
dry stone walls and think about how any new development proposals can respect and enhance local landscape
character and distinctiveness.
If you are proposing development within or close to a protected landscape (National Park or Area of
Outstanding Natural Beauty) or other sensitive location, we recommend that you carry out a landscape
assessment of the proposal. Landscape assessments can help you to choose the most appropriate sites for
development and help to avoid or minimise impacts of development on the landscape through careful siting,
design and landscaping.
Wildlife habitats
Some proposals can have adverse impacts on designated wildlife sites or other priority habitats (listed here9),
such as Sites of Special Scientific Interest or Ancient woodland10. If there are likely to be any adverse impacts
you’ll need to think about how such impacts can be avoided, mitigated or, as a last resort, compensated for.
Priority and protected species
You’ll also want to consider whether any proposals might affect priority species (listed here11) or protected
species. To help you do this, Natural England has produced advice here12 to help understand the impact of
particular developments on protected species.
Best and Most Versatile Agricultural Land
Soil is a finite resource that fulfils many important functions and services for society. It is a growing medium for
food, timber and other crops, a store for carbon and water, a reservoir of biodiversity and a buffer against
pollution. If you are proposing development, you should seek to use areas of poorer quality agricultural land in
preference to that of a higher quality in line with National Planning Policy Framework para 112. For more
information, see our publication Agricultural Land Classification: protecting the best and most versatile
agricultural land13.

Improving your natural environment
Your plan or order can offer exciting opportunities to enhance your local environment. If you are setting out
policies on new development or proposing sites for development, you may wish to consider identifying what
environmental features you want to be retained or enhanced or new features you would like to see created as
part of any new development. Examples might include:
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Providing a new footpath through the new development to link into existing rights of way.
Restoring a neglected hedgerow.
Creating a new pond as an attractive feature on the site.
Planting trees characteristic to the local area to make a positive contribution to the local landscape.
Using native plants in landscaping schemes for better nectar and seed sources for bees and birds.
Incorporating swift boxes or bat boxes into the design of new buildings.
Think about how lighting can be best managed to encourage wildlife.
Adding a green roof to new buildings.

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20140711133551/http:/www.naturalengland.org.uk/ourwork/conservation/biodiv
ersity/protectandmanage/habsandspeciesimportance.aspx
10
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/ancient-woodland-and-veteran-trees-protection-surveys-licences
11
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20140711133551/http:/www.naturalengland.org.uk/ourwork/conservation/biodiv
ersity/protectandmanage/habsandspeciesimportance.aspx
12
https://www.gov.uk/protected-species-and-sites-how-to-review-planning-proposals
13
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/35012

You may also want to consider enhancing your local area in other ways, for example by:
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Setting out in your plan how you would like to implement elements of a wider Green Infrastructure
Strategy (if one exists) in your community.
Assessing needs for accessible greenspace and setting out proposals to address any deficiencies or
enhance provision.
Identifying green areas of particular importance for special protection through Local Green Space
designation (see Planning Practice Guidance on this 14).
Managing existing (and new) public spaces to be more wildlife friendly (e.g. by sowing wild flower strips
in less used parts of parks, changing hedge cutting timings and frequency).
Planting additional street trees.
Identifying any improvements to the existing public right of way network, e.g. cutting back hedges,
improving the surface, clearing litter or installing kissing gates) or extending the network to create
missing links.
Restoring neglected environmental features (e.g. coppicing a prominent hedge that is in poor condition,
or clearing away an eyesore).

http://planningguidance.planningportal.gov.uk/blog/guidance/open-space-sports-and-recreation-facilities-public-rights-ofway-and-local-green-space/local-green-space-designation/

