
Housing, Employment and miscellaneous key issues workshop April 2011 
 

~ Response to RSPB criticism of the Habitats Regulations Assessment ~ 
 

Introduction  
Habitats Regulations Assessment (HRA) is required for a plan or project which, either 
alone or in combination with other plans or projects, is likely to have significant effect 
on the integrity of an international site and which is not directly connected with the 
management of the site.  The Somerset Levels and Moors Special Protection Area / 
Ramsar is the only ‘international site’ located in South Somerset.  Consequently a 
HRA was carried out by Royal Haskoning consultants to assess the impact of the 
policies in the draft Core Strategy incorporating preferred options upon the Somerset 
Levels and Moors.  The HRA was published for consultation alongside the Core 
Strategy. 
 
Summary of issues 
Two key statutory consultees on biodiversity issues – Natural England and Somerset 
County Council – did not have any criticisms of the Somerset Levels and Moors 
HRA, but the RSPB did have some objections, as set out below: 
 
“Based on anecdotal evidence, the HRA assessed the potential disturbance impacts 
of Core Strategy policies on the Somerset Levels and Moors (SL&M) that 
recreational pressure on the site is currently ‘low’.  The RSPB do not agree with this 
assessment and believe part of the site experience high levels of disturbance.  The 
assessment of visitor use and their behaviour on site is on our view superficial.  We 
therefore disagree with the conclusion that settlement policies will not have an 
adverse effect on the SL&M in combination with other core strategy policies and 
relevant policies in neighbouring district core strategies.  Of particular concern to us 
are ‘in combination’ recreational pressures on the SL&M arising from draft settlement 
policies in South Somerset and Sedgemoor Districts.  The RSPB therefore objects to 
policies SS3, SS4, YV2 and CV1 in their current form and seeks further amendments 
to require all significant housing developments to include adequate mitigation 
measures to reduce adverse unmanaged recreational pressures on the SL&M e.g. 
suitable alternative natural green spaces (SANGS).  We would refer to Purbeck 
District Council Core Strategy pre-consultation 1 November – 20 December 2010 for 
examples of the mitigation measures which could be included with these policies to 
reduce recreational disturbance on the SL&M.” 
 
Response to issues 
As stated above, Natural England and Somerset County Council did not have any 
criticisms of the Somerset Levels and Moors HRA.  Indeed the HRA specifically 
states that “consultation with Natural England revealed that levels of recreational 
disturbance throughout the site are currently low” (section 5.1.1, 6.1).   
 
The HRA states that visitor numbers across the site are unknown due its size, but 
visitor numbers appear to be restricted by the location and size of the car parks 
around the area, and the fact that large areas of the site are relatively inaccessible.  
The vast majority of users stick to defined paths and walking routes.   
 
In preparing the HRA, visitor surveys were undertaken at various locations across the 
Levels and Moors on two dates, which showed that bird watching was the most 
popular reason for visiting the Somerset Levels and Moors, closely followed by 
walking.  It is notable that visitors travelling shorter distances were likely to be doing 
so for walking, particularly dog walking, and recreation; whilst those travelling further 
are more likely to be doing so specifically to pursue bird interests.  Unless new 



residents in Yeovil and other larger settlements have a particular interest in visiting 
the Levels and Moors i.e. bird interest, new residents are not expected to be visiting 
the site in any significant numbers.  Additionally, bird species are not concentrated in 
areas where visitors tend to be due to a lack of suitable habitat.  Therefore, the HRA 
concludes that the number of new residents in South Somerset is not expected to 
result in adverse impacts through increased recreational disturbance (section 6.1).   
 
The RSPB refer to the mitigation measures proposed in Purbeck’s emerging core 
strategy – these include not permitting development within 400m of the Dorset 
Heaths’ International Designations; and providing open space, appropriate facilities 
to meet recreation needs, and green infrastructure between 400m and 5km of a 
heathland, to be used as an alternative to the heathland.  However, the international 
sites are much more widespread in Purbeck than South Somerset – much of Purbeck 
is within 400m of the sites, and the entire district is within 5km.  Therefore, it is 
considered that the impact of new development on international sites, and 
consequent mitigation requirements, is likely to be more prevalent in Purbeck than 
South Somerset. 
 
Royal Haskoning, as the consultants responsible for drafting the HRA, should 
respond to the RSPB’s comments in more detail when updating the HRA for the 
‘publication’ stage of the Core Strategy. 
 
Recommendation  
Do not agree with RSPB objections to the findings of the Somerset Levels and Moors 
HRA, subject to final confirmation by Royal Haskoning who will be reviewing the HRA 
at the ‘Publication’ stage of the Core Strategy.  This would include clarification with 
Natural England and the County Ecologist that levels of disturbance are currently 
low, and resolving the difference in opinion between the RSPB and Natural England 
and the County Ecologist. 
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