Internal report into planning application 20/00744/OP aiming to:
i.
ii.
iii.

Illuminate the issues the Conservator team should consider when deciding if they are to
comment on this planning application and their objectives in doing so.
To assist the Conservators in understanding if additional information would help.
To be a useful document in facilitating interaction with NHDC, Natural England and other
stakeholders to allow the Conservators to achieve their agreed objectives.

Clive Hall & John King 12th June 2020

20/00744/OP
Land opposite Heath Farm
Briary Lane Royston
Hertfordshire.
Outline planning application for
up to 99 residential dwellings
(including up to 40% affordable
housing), introduction of
structural planting and
landscaping, informal public
open space and children's play
area, surface water flood
mitigation, vehicular access
point via the demolition of an
existing property on Echo Hill
(all matters to be reserved save
access).
Figure 1. Map showing site with red boundary showing relation to eastern edge of Therfield Heath.

Why this planning application matters to the Heath
As we are reminded by the SSSI citation:
“Therfield Heath is a very good example of the East Anglian type of chalk grassland. This plant
community has suffered severe losses throughout its range during the post-war period, mainly as a
result of agricultural intensification or the cessation of sheep grazing, so the remaining examples are
of high conservation value. The site contains some of the richest chalk grassland in England.”
In the recent Askham Bog planning appeal (13th May 2020) paragraph 30 states:
“The Secretary of State has concluded that the proposal would probably cause harm to the interests
for which Askham Bog is cited as an SSSI and to the deterioration of irreplaceable fenland habitat. He
considers that the benefits of the development do not clearly outweigh its likely impact, and that
there are no wholly exceptional circumstances which would justify the deterioration of the habitat.
The proposal should therefore be refused.”
Our responsibility as Conservators, alongside Natural England (NE), is to shine a light on any risk of
deterioration of the irreplaceable chalk grassland we manage.
In addition to the SSSI we must also consider Therfield Heath Local Nature Reserve (LNR). The NHDC
local plan map (below) identifies the extent of the SSSI (blue fill) and the LNR (blue line). At the
eastern end of the Heath the SSSI stops at the bridleway but the LNR extends over the bridleway to
the edge of the common where it meets the Dell and 52 Sun Hill.

Figure 2: Extract from NHDC planning saved policies map of Royston https://www.northherts.gov.uk/sites/northherts-cms/files/saved_policies_proposal_map_d_royston-2.pdf

2

The application is outline and only deals with access. It does not deal with layout or other matters all
of which are reserved.
Beyond seeking to protect the SSSI and the Local Nature Reserve the Conservators must also look
forward. Permitting access is an additional challenge to the Heath as once access is achieved there
are a number of fields beyond the initial development site that could be reached and built on. Such
building would need fresh approval but could rely on the access provided in the current application
for a total exceeding 300 dwellings. Some of the fields that can be accessed have exceptional views
over the Heath and across the Cam Valley. They would also be visible above the Heath, begin to
enclose it and impact the visual landscape.
As Conservators we must be cognisant of the likelihood of further development and if appropriate
take steps to oppose access that facilitates future development where that development has a
negative impact on the Heath.

As the statutory authority with responsibility for the management of Therfield Heath under the 1888
Act, the Conservators should have been involved as a statutory consultee. It is regrettable that
Gladman / NHDC have not appropriately included the Conservators and we may wish to make this
point.
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Assessing Impact to a SSSI
Natural England denote zones known as Impact Risk Zones (IRZs) at various distances from each SSSI.
These are specifically tuned to each SSSI and NE state in their guidance:
“The SSSI IRZs for each SSSI have been drawn to reflect the specific features for which the site is
notified. Natural England’s local team staff have reviewed the SSSI IRZs and where necessary the IRZs
have been varied to reflect locally specific site sensitivities. Ensuring that the SSSI IRZs continue to
reflect our understanding of locally specific site sensitivities is an ongoing process which will depend
on the input of Natural England’s area teams and our local partners.”
Below is a screenshot taken from Magic Map that shows the application site, the approach roads
and the eastern extent of the SSSI with the related IRZs. The SSSI is shown in green and the IRZs are
edged in purple. I have put a coloured dot in each relevant IRZ. The red dot denotes the innermost
IRZ (IRZ1), purple dot denotes IRZ2 and blue dot is in IRZ3.

Figure 3: Magic showing eastern end of SSSI and IRZs.
Each IRZ requires various impact risks to be taken into account, balancing the type of risk against the
likely impact. So an Airport some miles away in an outer IRZ might be viewed as having an impact
risk whereas an extension to a private dwelling in an IRZ adjacent to a SSSI may not cause an impact
risk at all. To decide if a SSSI is impacted by a proposed development each IRZ must be considered.
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Impacts on Therfield Heath SSSI
The previous application was recommended for refusal because:
“Natural England has advised that there is no acknowledgement of the impact on the SSSI within in
the Ecological Appraisal and therefore consider this document to be incomplete. It is extremely
important that direct impacts upon the SSSI are accurately quantified and assessed. In the absence of
a separate SSSI Impact Assessment in this case, the potential for significant adverse effects has not
been adequately evaluated such that would demonstrate compliance with the provisions of NEx and
NE6 of the emerging local plan and the NPPF.”
In reading the application documents for the Conservators it is apparent that there is still no
acknowledgement of the impact on the SSSI within the Ecological Appraisal and for this reason the
Conservators and NE should continue to consider this document to be incomplete. The documents
provided in support of the application (for example the design and access statement) describes
things that will impact the SSSI but these impacts are not accurately quantified or assessed.

Direct Impacts to the SSSI
The planning application has attempted to reduce the direct impact on the SSSI, re-routing the main
access by demolishing 24 Echo Hill to construct an access road. As a result the Design and Access
Statement (DAS) states there will be no change to the bridleway surface (DAS p30).
It is clear that this re-routing of the main access has NOT eliminated all direct SSSI impact, (contrary
to what is written in the Design and Access Statement p4). Specifically:
1. Emergency vehicle access
Emergency vehicle access s is still expected via the bridleway and will follow approximately
the same route as the previous access road. The developer has not stated that this access
will avoid going over the SSSI. The proposed road in the previous application did go over the
SSSI. There are significant potential or real impacts of routing emergency vehicle up the
bridleway. These impacts have not been assessed in the Ecological Appraisal.


While the DAS states there will be no change to the surface of the bridleway, Building
Regulations suggest otherwise. In Approved Document B Volume 1 2019 - Fire Safety,
section B5 (Access), 13.3 states:
“Access routes and hardstandings should comply with the guidance in Table 13.1.”
In the Table it is noted that that the roadbase must be designed to 12.5 tonnes and it
seems unlikely that the surface of the bridleway and specifically the run-off water catch
(which bends alarmingly under the weight of a car) are designed to 12,5 tonnes.
In this circumstances it seems likely that a new surface would be required to allow
emergency access to meet building regulations. Any new surface will impact the SSSI or
assets on the SSSI.



In addition building regulations for emergency access requires clearance to be 3.7m.
Trees growing both on the SSSI and on the LNR overhang the bridleway. The
Conservators will be required to manage these trees to ensure the 3.7m clearance. This
will also impact the purpose of these trees which is to provide ecological buffer.
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2. Sewer Pipeline
The sewer pipeline is still routed along the bridleway and it is unclear if this will have direct
impact on the SSSI or the closest IRZ (IRZ1).

Figure 4: Route of connection to public sewer. Source: Foul Drainage Analysis p33
Research into the many fresh water pipelines already under the bridleway (Affinity Water)
suggests that this new sewer infrastructure will not fit under the bridleway and must be
routed either under the SSSI or under the LNR.
Digging a sewer pipeline so as to not impact environmental assets such as tress would seem
tricky and the developer does not explain how it can be achieved. This risk of not being able
to route under the bridleway and the consequential impact has not been assessed in the
Ecological Appraisal.
3. SSSI footfall
SSSI footfall is likely to increase. The developer has some space on site for dog walking and a
children’s play area but its extent and layout are a reserved matter. The Footprint Ecology
survey 2019 informed us that a key entry point to the SSSI is from the top of Briary Lane.
Postcode analysis shows the highest proportion of pedestrian access is via this entrance
from the surrounding residential streets. This proposed development will increase the
number of people accessing the Heath for air and recreation. While Natural England may or
may not have agreed some mitigation, there is no agreed mitigation for this impact between
the Conservators and the developer. The developer has some space on site for dog walking
and a children’s play area but its extent and layout are a reserved matter.
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Impacts to the SSSI from IRZ1 – (red dot)
The red dot is in the closest IRZ to the SSSI (IRZ1), and any development in this zone except
householder applications must be assessed for all categories of impact risk. This application intends
to vary the infrastructure in this zone, but does not intend to build dwellings in it. Infrastructure
impact risk on SSSIs include pipelines, local water supplies which the SSSIs depend on, and an
increase in road traffic as a result of new or extended roads that can cause local air pollution
impacts.
4. Air Pollution
The Design and Access Statement p4 states:
“Taking access from this location [Echo Hill] removes any direct impact on the Therfield
Heath SSSI with Briary Lane remaining under current usage patterns and proposed only for
emergency access into the development.”
The Hertfordshire Gazetteer of adopted roads disagrees with the Design and Access
Statement about the extent of Briary Lane. For the avoidance of confusion the Gazetteer
defines Briary Lane as running 459m from Sun Hill to Baldock Street.
As such Briary Lane will remain the only access point to the development from Royston.
Contrary to the Design and Access Statement p4, there will be increased traffic and usage
patterns on Briary Lane. Current patterns will not remain and there will be an increase of
usage at the Sun Hill / Briary Lane junction as this is the usual route to Echo Hill. This creates
a local air pollution impact risk to the SSSI a risk that is relevant in IRZ1. This impact has not
been assessed in the Ecological Appraisal.
5. The Sewer Pipeline
If the sewer pipeline is routed via this IRZ rather than under the SSSI itself then it represents
an infrastructure impact. This impact has not been assessed in the Ecological Appraisal.
The will route is vaguely described in Foul Drainage Analysis p33 but will most likely go
through this IRZ. Research into the many fresh water pipelines under the bridleway suggest
that this infrastructure will not fit under the bridleway so will have to either go under the
SSSI or under the Non-SSSI common land. Digging a pipeline may interfere with tree roots
where those trees are on the SSSI or may impact the common in other ways.
6. Parking
The incline of Echo Hill in winter conditions and especially ice are likely to cause parking
overflow onto Therfield Heath when people cannot drive to their homes. In such conditions
people will use the Heath’s Sun Hill carpark, the SSSI fringe and the LNR to park vehicles and
continue to their homes on foot up the bridleway. This contradicts the Design and Access
Statement p46 which reminds us:
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“It is important that all streets cater for the needs of pedestrians and cyclists as priority, but
also for the movement of car users, as well as refuse, recycling and emergency vehicles.”
The need to use the bridleway for emergency vehicle access concedes that there will be
times when the streets cannot appropriately cater for all needs. So this is a real risk and the
impact on the SSSI has not been assessed.
The Conservators should consider if they should insist that the Echo Hill access be respecified to meet ALL needs and guarantee that this risk and the subsequent impact will not
occur.

Impacts to the SSSI from IRZ2 – (purple dot)
In this IRZ the Conservators must consider risks associated with infrastructure and residential
developments of 25 dwellings or more. The layout is a reserved matter but one might expect a
development of 25 dwellings or more in this IRZ. It is unnecessary to repeat the impacts from IRZ1
but focus on additional risks.
7. Sustainable Drainage
The design includes a surface drainage basin in IRZ2. While it seems unlikely that this will
have any impact on the water supply to the SSSI because of the topography this impact has
not been assessed. The LNR which is lower is more likely to be impacted by surface water
management methods.
8. Dwellings
If there are dwellings in this zone then this will increased the number of buildings, humans
and pets within close proximity of the SSSI and LNR. Cats for example can have a profound
impact on wildlife and it seems reasonable to expect an increase of cats from these
dwellings. A full assessment of this and similar risks has not been made and their impacts on
the SSSI have not been quantified.

Impacts to the SSSI from IRZ2 – (blue dot)
As the IRZ gets further from the SSSI the types of risks that will have impacts get fewer. For example
this IRZ would only consider risks associated with large scale infrastructure like Airports etc.
It remains the case that residential developments of 25 dwellings or more in this zone can impact
the SSSI and it seems likely that this limit will be exceeded as the majority of the 99 dwellings will be
in this zone. As for IRZ2 a full assessment of these dwelling risks has not been made and their
impacts on the SSSI have not been quantified.
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Impacts on Therfield Heath Local Nature Reserve (LNR)
There are additional impacts on the Heath that will not be assessed as SSSI impacts and fall entirely
to the Conservators to shine a light on as they impact the LNR. Whereas the SSSI citation lists the
reasons for the SSSI designation and these are specifically protected by NE and planning, the LNR
does not have a citation and creates a broader and more subjective policy for its protection.
“Policy 14: Nature Conservation
For Local Nature Reserves, … , the Council will preserve their wildlife importance by not normally
granting planning permission for development proposals in these sites, or which may harm their
value, and will seek their continued management for nature conservation.
… Elsewhere, or when a development proposal is acceptable, the Council will expect development
proposals to take account of, and where possible, to show improvements to the nature conservation
value of the site and its surroundings. In addition, the Council may require the preparation and
implementation of a management scheme to maintain or enhance the site’s nature conservation
value.”
For brevity impacts that are also impacts on the SSSI will not be repeated unless there are new
considerations under the broader LNR remit.
1. Pedestrian Access
The Transport Assessment (p155) shows two developments on the LNR pertaining to access
from the application site to the amenities Royston offers.
This routing of a “pedestrian route to amenities” from the application site gate (opposite
Heath Farm) to Sun Hill which is across the common and to the east of the car park and the
textured paving are shown on the map below. The new textured paving is shown as a green
square and the pedestrian route as a dashed line.

Figure 5: Pedestrian Access to Amenities over the LNR – Transport Assessment p155
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It is material in planning decisions that amenities are accessible, and such accessibility has
standards (like textured paving). As a result this application uses every opportunity to
minimise the distance to the town, the local schools and the bus station. To achieve this
minimisation some access is routed onto the bridleway and then shown to go on a
“pedestrian route to amenities” to some new textured paving on the Heath south of Sun Hill
where sun hill will be crossed to link to the pavements.
While walking this route is indeed permitted because the land is common it is not always
possible because of the grass length and unevenness of surface. It is unrealistic for such a
route to be described today as a “pedestrian route to amenities” and it should be noted that
all other routes on this map use maintained footpaths and highway pavements.
In addition to assessing if they want such changes to the LNR, the Conservators should
consider the potential for them to be expected to bear the ongoing cost of maintaining a
“pedestrian route” and meeting any changes in standards in the future (perhaps lighting
etc).
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Non Conservation Issues
1. Emergency Vehicle Access
The extent to which emergency vehicle access is legal on the bridleway has been contested
by Hertfordshire Rights of Way Team in their objection. Conservator bylaws align with this
point of view.
2. Built Form and Landscape

Figure 6: Part of Annotated Photograph from Landscape Appraisal
The buildings on this site will be visible from the Heath (Lankaster Hill) and will appear level
with or slightly above the viewer. The Conservators must consider the extent to which this
impacts the landscape and nature of this part of Therfield Heath. Part of the reason the
previous application was rejected was:
“By reason of its prominent position and the topography of the site, the proposed
development would be likely to result in significant localised adverse impacts on both the
character of the area and visual receptors.”
While the application has re-routed the main access to no longer be over the common it
remains the case that:
“the combination of residential built form on high ground and the associated urbanising
infrastructure, [….] and development breaking the skyline, would act to occasion a marked
and adverse change in the character of the immediate and intermediate locality and wider
valued landscape.”
3. The Asset of Community Value land at Sun Hill
At a time when we are looking to work with the local community to maximise the asset
value and agree a locally driven management plan the Conservators should consider if the
proposed development represents an adverse change in the character of the AoCV land.
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Conclusions and Suggested Next Steps
The new application does to some extent reduced the direct impact on the SSSI as there will be no
new road over the Heath but it remains the case that the applicant has not accurately quantified and
assessed the impact on the SSSI and IRZs. It seems appropriate to formally write to NHDC and
Natural England to clarify that such an assessment is still missing and that the reason for refusal of
the last application – the lack of such assessments remains in place.
At the same time it would seem appropriate to ask NHDC for clarification about the “pedestrian
route” and the textured paving that is proposed on the common. As the statutory authority
responsible for Therfield Heath the Conservators can rightly demand answers about the form and
ongoing maintenance of these features. It may be appropriate to discuss the limitations of the Town
and Country Planning Act given that these features are on land neither owned by the developer nor
Highways.
Assuming these questions will return no significant new material and given the need to make a
decision, the matter of should the Conservators comment on this proposal should be discussed at a
Conservator meeting in the near future. The options are fairly binary, comment or do not comment,
support or oppose.
In that discussion consideration should be given to any section 106 commitments the Conservators
want from the developer. While Natural England seem to think a warden is the only possible
mitigation to visitor numbers we should consider our more recent experiences and think if section
106 money could be provided to acquire land for a mountain bike route, a bbq zone or other leisure
features that would mitigate current known problems. We might also consider if these could be
integrated onto the green space within the application site and be put under Conservator control for
the people of Royston and Therfield. The Green space within the sight might offer us an opportunity
to re-locate the containers perhaps providing a new place for Archery and or the Royston Runners.
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