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Dear Nicholas

25/00563/SO

Location: Land At Hanwell Estate Hanwell

Scoping Opinion - proposed installation of a ground mounted solar array, together with all
associated works, equipment and necessary infrastructure at Hanwell Estate

In relation to the above scoping opinion request we have the following comments on behalf of the
Berks, Bucks and Oxon Wildlife Trust. As a wildlife conservation focused organisation, our comments
refer specifically to impacts on species and their habitats which may occur as a result of the proposed
development.

We note with concern that it is proposed that ecology and biodiversity will not be included in the
scope of the ES. We consider that ecology and biodiversity should be included, and we give below
some comments as to matters that we consider should be considered within an ecology chapter within
the ES.

Cumulative Impacts

The ES should evaluate potential negative impacts on features of nature conservation importance that
may arise as a result of other plans and projects either existing, in development or proposed.
Appropriate measures to avoid, mitigation or compensate for these negative impacts should be
specified within the ES.

Avoidance of impact on priority habitat and protected and priority species

Policy ESD 10: Protection and Enhancement of Biodiversity and the Natural Environment of the
Cherwell Local Plan states:

“Development which would result in damage to or loss of a site of biodiversity or geological
value of regional or local importance including habitats of species of principal importance for
biodiversity will not be permitted unless the benefits of the development clearly outweigh the
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harm it would cause to the site, and the loss can be mitigated to achieve a net gain in
biodiversity/geodiversity”

The ES should include results of appropriate surveys, an assessment of impact, and details of
mitigation, compensation and enhancement measures. These must deal with impacts on habitats
(including hedgerows see below) and on species (including bat and breeding and wintering birds see
below).

Hedgerows

It is stated several times that no trees or hedgerows will require removal to accommodate the
proposed development and that existing hedgerows are to be enhanced. However, the Ecological
Assessment states that:

“Some hedgerow removal may be necessary, however, there will be new hedgerow planting
and existing hedgerow enhancement” (see Table 4.1)

And paragraph 4.3.18 states that:

“Some sections of hedgerow (up to 60 m long) and scrub will require removal for the
installation of an access track and visibility splay as a part of the proposed development. These
will be replaced with new hedgerow planting”.

Where proposals involve removal of sections of hedgerow for access purposes then a substantially
longer section of hedgerow should be planted elsewhere on site to provide compensation. A
management regime should be put in place for hedgerows across the site including a three-year
rotation for trimming and allowing some stretches of hedgerow to remain untrimmed for longer.

There should also be at least a 15m buffer between any development and the hedgerows. These
buffers should be maintained as dark corridors and should be of appropriate semi-natural priority
habitat such as a mosaic of scrub and species-rich grassland.

Bats
The applicant’s Ecological Assessment states at paratraph3.3.11:

“The woodland and woodland edge, mature tree lines and hedgerows were considered to
provide high-value foraging and commuting habitat for bats and would likely support a variety
of night flying invertebrates for bats to forage upon. These features were linked via hedgerows
(off site), water courses and other linear features to areas of suitable foraging and roosting
habitat within the wider landscape.”

And at a paragraph 3.7.2:

“A total of 113 trees were identified as having features suitable to support roosting bats. These
comprised 15 trees with high potential, 29 trees with moderate potential and 69 trees with
low potential.”
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As European protected species, all UK bats receive legal protection in England under the Conservation
of Habitats and Species Regulations 2017 (as amended) and the Wildlife and Countryside Act (WCA)
1981 (as amended) and in addition, local policy requires protection and mitigation for impacts on
protected species and priority species as set out above.

A recent research paper looking at the effect of solar farms on flight and feeding behavior in bats has
indicated that there is a reduction in feeding behavior at solar farms. For more information see:
https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1365-2664.14555

In addition a study earlier this year found that the activity level of six bat species was significantly
reduced at solar farm sites, for more information see:
https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1365-2664.14555

Appropriate bat surveys should be carried out and the results of these included in the ES. To reduce
the impact on bats, as well as on other wildlife, we also consider it important to provide a 15m buffer
between any development and the hedgerows. These would be best maintained as dark corridors and,
and of appropriate semi-natural priority habitat such as a mosaic of scrub and species-rich grassland
(using a suitable species rich wildflower seed mix) including ponds and scrapes, which will provide
wide corridors and increase the availability of invertebrates for foraging bats and birds.

Breeding and wintering birds
We note that paragraph 3.5.3 of the applicant’s Ecological Assessment states:

“Linnet, skylark, starling and yellowhammer, which are Red-list species, and dunnock, reed
bunting, song thrush, whitethroat, woodpigeon, stock dove and wren which are Amber-list
species, were included within the breeding bird assemblage”

And paragraph 3.6.2 states:

“Species recorded within and immediately adjacent to the site boundary include moderate
flocks of fieldfare and starling, and small numbers of, yellowhammer, and skylark, which are
Red List species (Stanbury et al., 2021). Small numbers of dunnock, kestrel and moderate flocks
of meadow pipit which are Amber List species, where also recorded. Additionally, a moderate
flock of redwing and woodpigeon, Amber List species, were recorded foraging within the site
boundary.”

4.3.33 states:

“Given the widespread distribution and density of breeding birds across the site, it is inevitable
that the development of the site will result in the loss of a small number of breeding territories,
through direct loss of habitat during the construction stage,”

And 4.3.3:
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“Given the widespread distribution and density of wintering birds, the development of the site
will result in the loss of agricultural habitat which, in the absence of mitigation, could result in
a slight decline in the numbers and species of wintering birds using the site.”

DEFRA has provided guidance to competent authorities (including local authorities) on how to comply
with the legal requirements of the Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2017 (as
amended). The guidance is available at: https://www.gov.uk/guidance/providing-and-protecting-
habitat-for-wild-birds

The guidance states that:

“As a competent authority, you must help to provide, protect and restore habitats for wild
birds. This will help to make sure there are healthy populations of wild birds in their natural
habitats across England and Wales...

...You must take appropriate steps to help:

e preserve, manage and re-establish habitat that is large and varied enough for wild birds
to support and maintain their populations in the long term

e qgvoid any pollution or deterioration of wild bird habitat as far as possible

Your duty to provide and protect wild bird habitats applies when you carry out your functions,
for example, when you:

e make plans or strategies to decide where activities or development should take place
e take decisions that might affect wild bird habitats, such as giving permissions or consents

...When you carry out your duties you should aim to provide or protect habitat that allows wild
bird populations to maintain their numbers in the areas where they naturally live.

You should consider habitats used by wild bird species that are in decline and also habitats
supporting wild birds with healthy populations.”

The ES should therefore set out the steps that will be taken to “preserve, manage and re-establish
habitat that is large and varied enough for wild birds to support their population in the long term” in
relation both to “wild birds that are in decline” and to “wild birds with healthy populations”

Skylark

Table 3.4 indicates that there were 8 skylark territories present on the site in 2022. Skylark is a ground
nesting species which nests within open vista habitats such as arable field compartments. It is a UK
Red List Species whose population has seen a greater than 50% decline in breeding population over
the past 25 years.

Compensation measures will be required to off-set the loss of breeding habitat for skylark due to the
loss of optimal breeding habitat. Off-site compensation will be needed unless the developer can prove
that habitats provided on site will be sufficient to maintain or enhance the same populations of these
species. On-site provision would be difficult or impossible for skylark and unless large areas of the site
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were set aside as undisturbed habitat. It would not be acceptable to suggest that there is suitable
habitat elsewhere for priority farmland species since the territories in these areas would already be
occupied, and this would be contrary to ecological theory of carrying capacity. Several large
developments in the Bicester area and surrounding Aylesbury in Buckinghamshire have all set clear
precedents for the provision of compensatory habitat for species such as skylark, linnet,
yellowhammer, golden plover and lapwing.

Achieving a net gain in biodiversity

A net gain on this site is required by law and we would expect any application to detail significant
habitat creation in order to compensate for the impact of the development on habitats and to achieve
a net gain.

The biodiversity net gain must be calculated using the latest biodiversity accounting metric published
by Natural England and all calculations should be provided with the documentation available to
consultees as part of any planning application.

The following are suggested as key potential actions.

a) Use of a species-rich wildflower meadow mix across the entire area where solar panels are to
be installed, with management by seasonal grazing (with stock taken off during April, May and
June as a minimum, and with a hay cut between panels and removal of arisings in July) of an
appropriate intensity so as to maintain a species-rich wildflower meadow beneath and
between the panels and in the margins.

b) Provision of wide wildflower-rich margins between the hedgerows and panels, with
management of these also with seasonal grazing (with stock taken off during April, May and
June as a minimum, and with a hay cut and removal of arisings in July) of an appropriate
intensity so as to maintain a species-rich wildflower meadow.

c¢) Management of the hedgerows so as to maximise their species-richness, including rotational
cutting (in January or February) so that only one third of the hedgerows are cut in any year,
with the result that any one section of hedgerow is only cut once in every three years. Such
management will ensure provision of nectar-rich flowers in spring, and berries for birds in the
winter. It should also increase the availability of bird nest sites. If any gapping up of hedgerows
is carried out, or if new hedgerows are planted, then a core blackthorn and hawthorn content,
with a wide variety of native subsidiary species, will be of particular value.

d) Management of any existing waterbodies for wildlife, and creation of additional
pond/wetland features.

Such measures would also be in line with the following, which we would recommend are consulted in
drawing up the development design:

BRE National Solar Centre — Biodiversity Guidance for Solar Developments

http://www.bre.co.uk/filelibrary/pdf/Brochures/NSC-Biodiversity-Guidance.pdf

Natural England Technical Information Note — TIN101 “Solar Parks — maximising environmental
benefits” http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/file/102004
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National Pollinator Strategy
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment data/file/370199/pb14221-
national-pollinator-strategy.pdf

If it is not possible to provide a net gain in biodiversity as required by planning policy, then off-site
compensation will be required. TOE https://www.trustforoxfordshire.org.uk/ is an independent

charity with strong relationships with local planning authorities, developers and landowners across
the county which may be able to assist the applicant in meeting its net gain obligations.

Lighting
We note that paragraph 5.3.21 of the ecological assessment states:

“There would be no artificial or external lighting used during the construction or operation
phases of the proposed development. In the event that lighting is to be used (for example, out
of hours maintenance), it will be directed to where it is needed (away from hedgerows,
woodland and mature trees on site)”

We welcome the commitment that lighting will not be installed as part of the development. This is an
important issue as introducing lighting into this area could potentially impact upon a number of
species. Any application brought forward will need to re-iterate this commitment and there will need
to be a Condition to this end if permission is ultimately granted.

Fencing
We note that paragraph 2.2.10 of the applicant’s EIA scoping report states:

“For health and safety reasons, the solar panels will be enclosed by an up to 2.4 m tall wooden
post and wire fence set inwards approximately 5 m from hedgerows. This allows for corridors
around the perimeter of the fields that will enhance biodiversity.”

We are concerned that fencing at this height will prevent the movement of wildlife across the site,
and hinder their movement in the general area, and is likely to present a significant collision risk to
low-flying birds and consider that no security fencing should be used, just traditional height stockproof
post and wire fencing.

We request that the Berkshire, Buckinghamshire and Oxfordshire Wildlife Trust (BBOWT) be
consulted on subsequent applications on the site further to this scoping opinion request.

Please contact us if you have any queries on this response.

Yours sincerely,

Nicky Warden

Public Affairs and Planning Officer
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