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Ecotown Exemplar - following additional information

Comments from Rural and Countryside

With regard to the above application, I apologise for the delay in commenting whilst awaiting access to the new information and plans. The additional information received has been largely welcome from an ecological viewpoint, in particular the inclusion of further pond complexes to increase biodiversity interest and the provision of some further details of the proposed management plan. 

However, the lack of a full management plan in terms of details of secured funding matched to the costs of proposed management prescriptions in order to demonstrate the deliverability of the various biodiversity enhancements throughout the exemplar site threatens its ability to achieve the overall net biodiversity gain claimed and in accordance with PPS1 (ecotown supplement). This should be put in place in its entirety prior to any works commencing on site.

In addition (and particularly if the above is not satisfactorily achieved such that delivered net gain remains questionable), consideration must be given to contributions for off-site compensation (projects on downstream sites such as RSPB Otmoor or BBOWT's Ray area would be appropriate candidates). Whilst not a replacement for the value of enhancements on site, if such off-site compenstion is achieved then I believe the development could claim clear overall biodiversity gain such as would be expected from an ecotown exemplar.

A full Ecological Construction and Method Statement or equivalent should be produced and agreed in writing with the LPA prior to the commencement of any works on site. This should include statements on the protection of retained biodiversity interests on site including mitigation for protected/priority and other species, hedgerows and trees from the commencement of works, during construction and the initial post construction period. This should also include a scheme outlining in detail the location and proposed timetable for the instalment of the various biodiversity features (including those within the built environment) proposed on site in order to maintain continuity of foraging, roosting and nesting opportunities and to avoid/minimise harm to retained biodiversity in addition to protected species. Statements on the appropriate time of year for various works, e.g. clearance of woody vegetation only outside of the bird nesting season, are also required. In addition it should include an overall timetable of delivery of the green spaces and biodiversity enhancements as required as part of an ecotown application by ET21.1 PPS1. 

Should more than 12 months elapse between the commencement of works on site and the protected species surveys already in place update surveys should be carried out in order to assess whether species have moved on to the site in the interim and therefore the need for further consideration. The results of these surveys should be submitted to the LPA and any actions agreed.

Although there is no stated intention to light the pedestrian footways crossing the river corridors or the NEAP area, it is accepted that this may realistically be required in the future. Therefore a lighting strategy for these areas to include designs which would not be detrimental to the use of the river corridor by bats should be agreed by condition, such that there can be certainty that the future value of the corridor for bats and other nocturnal species will not be compromised.

The changes to the NEAP design in terms of altered earthworks and removal of the need for gabions is welcome. It should be noted that the design suggestions made by the CDC Landscape Officer intended to lessen the encroachment of the more heavily disturbed areas of the NEAP into the 60m buffer of the river corridor and make it more sympathetic to it's location would be a signficant benefit to biodiversity in this area and should be given full consideration. Environmental interpretation boards should be included at the footbridges or in a similar location near the river corridor to inform the users of the objectives of that area and its importance to biodiversity.

There is some lack of visual clarity within the plans as to the location of the retained and transloated hedgerows at the boundaries and their buffer zones. Some of the plans suggest tree planting within these buffer zones (this is particularly unclear in the Northern fields section). In order to maintain their functionality any additional planting should be made outside these zones. Clarification of this point would be appreciated.

Production of detailed plans of the proposed pond complexes (which are not intended to be within the SUDS system) in terms of linings, cross sections etc..  should be conditioned and agreed prior to commencement of works. 

Please get back to me if any of this requires clarification or further input.
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