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1.0
Introduction

The Habitats Directive protects habitats and non-avian species of European importance and applies to Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) and the European Directive (79/409/EEC) on the Conservation of Wild Birds (Birds Directive), protects bird species of European importance and applies to Special Protection Areas (SPAs). These are known as the network of Natura 2000 Sites or "European Sites". The UK Government Guidance on Habitats Regulations Assessment (HRA) from the Department of Communities and Local Government (DCLG), August 2006 states that areas designated as globally important wetlands under the Ramsar Convention (1971) should also be given the same level of protection as SAC and SPA designations in the HRA process. Given this, SACs, SPAs and Ramsar sites are collectively referred to in this report as "European Sites" and these are acknowledged as having the same level of protection.

A Habitats Regulations Assessment is the assessment of the impacts of implementing a plan or policy on a European Site. Its purpose is to consider the impacts of a land use plan against conservation objectives of the site and to ascertain whether it would adversely affect the integrity of the site. Where significant negative effects are identified, alternative options should be examined to avoid any potential damaging effects.

Carrying out a HRA is not only a statutory duty but is also immensely beneficial to the policy process as it is a means of identifying and addressing early on in the process any adverse effects that draft policies and proposals may have. Unlike the Sustainability Appraisal process the HRA requires decisions on the content of the Plan to be based on its findings. Therefore, it goes beyond the material consideration of SA to be weighed in decisions on plan policies and proposals as per the judgement by the European Court of Justice in October 2005.
A Habitat Regulations Screening Assessment for the North Northamptonshire Joint Core Strategy Review (JCS) was completed in November 2010. This assessment looked at the emerging spatial planning options and concluded that there is a likely significant effect on the designated sites and therefore an Appropriate Assessment (AA) of the preferred spatial strategy and associated policies is required.
The Site Specific Proposals Local Development Document (LDD) will provide detailed policies and allocations to deliver the spatial strategy set out in the JCS it is therefore important to assess the impact of the allocations and policies included in this document both cumulatively and individually on European Sites.

This report represents the first part of stage 1, the screening stage, of the Habitat Regulations Assessment for the Site Specific Proposals LDD. This stage seeks to identify a methodology for assessing whether the plan will have an impact on a European Site and identifies European Sites which the plan may impact on and the conservation characteristics of these. Natural England will be consulted on this methodology and on the European Sites identified and following this assessment of the likely impact of the plan on European Sites will be completed to determine whether an Appropriate Assessment is required.
The subsequent stages in preparation are set out below.

2.0
Stages in the Habitat Regulations Assessment

In this report the term Habitats Regulations Assessment is used to cover all the stages of the European Directive process; however it is important to be aware that in other documentation the phrase Appropriate Assessment (AA) is often used to refer to the whole process. Appropriate Assessment is actually one stage in the HRA process.

Stage one: screening stage: This identifies the likely impacts upon a Natura 2000 site of a project or plan, either alone or in combination with other projects or plans, and considers whether these impacts are likely to be significant.

Stage two: Appropriate Assessment (AA): This stage considers the impacts of a plan or project against the conservation objectives of a European Site, in order to identify whether there are likely to be any adverse effects on site integrity and site features.

Stage three: Assessment of alternative solutions: Where significant negative effects are identified at the AA stage alternative options should be examined to avoid any potential damaging effects to the integrity of the European Site.

Stage four: Assessment where adverse impacts remain: An assessment of compensatory measures where, in the light of an assessment of Imperative Reasons of Overriding Public Interest (IROPI), it is deemed that the project or plan should proceed. 

3.0
Stage 1: Screening Stage

3.1
Methodology

The methodology proposed for the Habitat Regulations Assessment of the Site Specific Proposals LDD is based on the ‘Assessment of Plans and Projects Significantly Affecting Natura 2000 Sites: Methodological guidance on the provision of Article 6(3) and 6(4) of the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC’ (European Commission, November 2001).
This stage examines the likely effects of a project or plan, either alone or in combination with other projects or plans, upon a Natura 2000 site and considered whether it can be objectively concluded that these effects will not be significant. The assessment comprises four steps:
1. determining whether the project or plan is directly connected with or necessary to the management of the site;
2. describing the project or plan and the description and characterisation of other projects or plans that in combination have the potential for having significant effects on the Natura 2000 site;
3. identifying the potential effects on the Natura 2000 site;

4. Assessing the significance of any effects on the Natura 2000 site.

Stages 1 to 3 will be completed in this report and stage 4 will be completed following agreement on the assessment methodology.

3.2
Identification of European Sites
There are no European Wildlife sites located in Kettering Borough. The nearest European Wildlife sites are identified below:
Upper Nene Valley Gravel Pits Special Protection Area (SPA) – The nearest part of the site is located within 3km of the borough boundary and is therefore close enough to require further assessment of the likely effects of the plan on this site.
Nene Washes SPA, SAC, and Ramsar site - This site is located over 30km from the borough boundary. It is felt that this site is far enough removed from the Site Specific Proposals LDD to be affected by the proposals contained in this document.  The JCS Habitat Regulations Assessment concluded that development associated with the JCS may potentially act in-combination with growth at Peterborough. Any potential impacts are likely to be indirect (e.g. impacts on water resource from increased abstraction, incidences of flooding, and phosphate loading from sewage outfall). In combination affects on the site of this LDD with the JCS and other DPD’s being prepared to deliver the JCS will be tested through the JCS Habitat Regulations Assessment.
Rutland Water SPA and Ramsar site – This site is located approximately 15km from the borough boundary. It is felt that this site is far enough removed from the Site Specific Proposals LDD to be affected by the proposals contained in this document. In the JCS Habitat Regulations Assessment Screening Assessment the two most likely impacts on the site were considered to be from increased disturbance from visitor pressure and impacts on water quality/ quantity. In terms of the JCS both were felt to be unlikely given its location in a different drainage catchment and the existence of water company water resource strategy to deal with the supply of water over the plan period. It is considered that this is also the case for the Site Specific Proposals LDD.
3.3
Step 1: Management of the site
The Site Specific Proposals LDD is not directly connected with or necessary to the management of a European Site and therefore requires further assessment.

3.4
Step 2: Description of the project or plan and the description and characterisation of other projects or plans that in combination have the potential for having significant effects on the Natura 2000 site
The purpose of the Site Specific Proposals LDD is to provide detailed policies and allocations to deliver the spatial strategy set out in the JCS. North Northamptonshire is a growth area and Kettering Borough is expected to accommodate a significant amount of growth in plan period.
The Site Specific Proposals LDD will cover the period to 2031 and will cover the whole of Kettering Borough with the exception of issues covered in the JCS and in the Kettering Town Centre and Rothwell and Desborough Urban Extensions Area Action Plans. The nearest European Wildlife site to the plan area is the Upper Nene Valley Gravel Pits Special Protection Area (SPA) which is located south east of the Borough. Parts of this SPA are located within 3km of the Borough boundary.

The LDD will allocate land for housing, employment, retail, leisure and community facilities to deliver the strategy set out in the JCS. In addition to this it will contain policies relating to specific topics such as design, affordable housing, protection of the open countryside and protection of environmental assets.

In order to full assess the impact of a plan or project on a European Site an assessment needs to be made of the cumulative impact of the plan or project in combination with all adopted and emerging spatial plans which may impact on the European Site. The plans/ emerging plans which may have a cumulative impact in the European site are set out below:

· Adopted North Northamptonshire Core Spatial Strategy
· Emerging North Northamptonshire Joint Core Strategy Review

· Adopted Rural North, Oundle and Thrapston Development Plan Document

· Emerging Four Towns Development Plan Document

· Adopted Wellingborough Town Centre Area Action Plan

· Emerging Borough of Wellingborough Site Specific Proposals Development Plan Document

· Adopted Kettering Town Centre Area Action Plan

· Emerging Rothwell and Desborough Area Action Plan

· Emerging West Northamptonshire Joint Core Strategy

The identified statutory plans above have all been prepared in accordance with European Law and national planning policy; Appropriate Assessment has been incorporated into their production as required. It is therefore possible to conclude that since sufficient protective policies and/ or identified mitigation measures are include within these plans, provided that these measures are taken forward at the project stage, there will be ‘no likely significant effect’.
3.5
Step 3: Characteristics of the site

These site characteristics are based on the information provided in the Habitat Regulations Assessment Screening Assessment of the North Northamptonshire Joint Core Strategy Development Plan Document (DPD) (November 2010) and on information provided on Natural England’s website regarding the SPA.
Upper Nene Valley Gravel Pits Special Protection Area (SPA)
The Upper Nene Valley Gravel Pits form a chain of both active and previously extracted sand and gravel pits. These extend for approximately 35 kilometres (km) along the alluvial deposits of the River Nene floodplain from Clifford Hill on the southern outskirts of Northampton, downstream to Thorpe Waterville near Thrapston. Collectively, the Gravel Pits occupy an area of 1,369.88 hectares (ha) within Northamptonshire.
The Upper Nene Valley Gravel Pits was designated as a Special Protection Area in July 2011. It is also a designated Ramsar site.
The Upper Nene Valley Gravel Pits was notified as a SSSI in November 2005. Reasons for the notification are that the site is a nationally important site for its breeding bird assemblage of lowland open waters and their margins (including the largest nesting colony of grey herons Ardea cinerea in Northamptonshire), wintering waterbird species, an assemblage of over 20,000 waterbirds in the non-breeding season and a rare example of wet floodplain woodland. In January 2012 the summary assessment of the condition of the site was 41.65% Area Favourable and 58.35% Area Unfavourable Recovering.
Conservation objectives

The conservation objectives of the Upper Nene Valley Gravel Pits SPA and the definitions of the favourable condition for features on the SSSI will be used for the purpose of informing the scope and nature of this assessment under the Habitats Regulations. The objectives are summarised below:

· Maintain populations of key wintering waterbird species at, or above, five year average populations present at notification (Table 1) (including the largest nesting colony of Grey Herons Ardea cinerea in Northamptonshire), and

· Maintain assemblages of over 20,000 waterbirds in any season.

The Upper Nene Valley Gravel Pits form an extensive series of shallow and deep open waters which occur in association with a wide range of marginal features, such as sparsely-vegetated islands, gravel bars and shorelines, and habitats including reedswamp, marsh, wet ditches, rush pasture, rough grassland and scattered scrub. This range of habitat and the varied topography of the lagoons provide valuable nesting, resting and feeding conditions to sustain nationally important numbers and assemblages of breeding and wintering birds especially ducks and waders. Species such as the Golden Plover and Lapwing also spend time feeding and roosting on surrounding agricultural land outside of the SPA.

The extensive open waters of the Upper Nene Valley Gravel Pits collectively form one of the most important inland localities in England for waterbirds in the non-breeding season. The lagoons associated with the six pit complexes at Thrapston, Ringstead, Stanwick, Ditchford, Earls Barton and Clifford Hill are all particularly significant as waterfowl refuges together regularly supporting peak numbers of birds in excess of 20,000 individuals, comprising more than forty species. As well as the waterbird species listed below (which individually occur in nationally important numbers) this assemblage regularly includes large numbers (greater than 2,000 individuals) of Mallard and Lapwing. Eleven species of waterbird regularly winter here in nationally important numbers: Mute Swan, Wigeon, Shoveler, Tufted Duck, Pochard, Great

Crested Grebe, Cormorant, Bittern, Coot and Golden Plover.
The Upper Nene Valley Gravel Pits are considered to be of exceptional significance for the variety and quality of breeding birds associated with their open water and marginal habitats. The pit complexes at Earls Barton, Stanwick and Ditchford are of particular importance for this assemblage, although many of the species occur throughout the SSSI. At least 21 species comprise a regular breeding assemblage which includes Mute Swan, Gadwall, Shoveler, Pochard, Tufted Duck, Little Grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis, Great Crested Grebe and wading birds such as Redshank Tringa totanus, which have suffered a steady population decline across the region. Exposed shoreline margins, banks and sparsely-vegetated gravel islands within the lagoons provide nesting sites for Little Ringed Plover Charadrius dubius, Ringed Plover hiaticula, Kingfisher, and colonies of Common Tern, including the largest two colonies in the county at Earls Barton and Stanwick. Breeding Reed Warbler Acrocephalus scirpaceus, Sedge Warbler Schoenobaenus and the rare Cetti’s Warbler Cettia cetti, along with water rail Rallus aquaticus, Cuckoo Cuculus canorus, Yellow Wagtail Motacilla flava, Grey Wagtail Cinerea and Reed Bunting Emberiza schoeniclus, are associated with damp grassland, scattered scrub and stands of marginal vegetation at the lagoon edges. This assemblage also includes the largest breeding colony of Grey Herons in the county at a former duck decoy at Titchmarsh within the Thrapston gravel pit complex. These tree-nesting birds utilise woodland around the disused decoy pond which consists of several different species of trees and shrubs including Silver Birch Betula pendula, Crack Willow Salix fragilis, Scots Pine Pinus sylvestris and Alder Alnus glutinosa.

Stands of wet floodplain woodland occur on past gravel workings and include those at Earls Barton which form the largest example of this now scarce woodland type in the county. Mature stands are largely dominated by White Willow Salix alba with Crack Willow fragilis and occasionally Ash Fraxinus excelsior, Osier viminalis and Grey Willow Cinerea dominate a dense and varied shrub layer amongst an abundance of fallen decaying timber, occurring with others such as Almond Willow Triandra, Hawthorn Crataegus monogyna, Buckthorn Rhamnus carthaticus and Blackthorn Prunus spinosa. The field layer of this woodland is generally speciespoor but characteristic of these seasonally inundated stands, with frequent common Nettle Urtica dioica, Skullcap Sculletaria galericulata, Cleavers Galium aparine, Marsh Bedstraw Palustre, Rough Meadow-Grass Poa trivialis and fen species such as Lesser Pond Sedge Carex acutiformis and Reed Canary-grass Phalaris arundinacea. More open areas of carr are dominated by young stands of willow scrub and reedswamp which fringe a number of open ponds and pools.

Vulnerabilities

The site is very reliant on the management of water levels in the main water bodies, and maintaining optimal water depths throughout the year is essential for the continued viability of the SSSI and therefore the SPA. Depending on the species water depths that are either too great, or too shallow, can have an impact on the conservation value. In the management of these areas it is also important to ensure wave action is limited as this can affect edge species, particularly through control of recreational use. It is also likely that this area is dependant on the maintenance of good water quality, as this may impact on retaining suitable habitats. Water abstraction, and diffuse & point-source emissions into the river may cause a potential effect.

The threat from potential development pressures in the urban fringe area is largely addressed by the relevant provisions of the Conservation of Habitats & Species Regulations 2010. 
Issues such as arresting (or locally reversing) vegetation succession will be addressed via management plans. 
The main threat to the site it that of human recreational pressure. The intensity and location of recreational activities taking place just prior to SSSI notification on 24 November 2005 was considered compatible with maintaining favorable population levels. This is managed through voluntary agreements assisted by powers within Wildlife & Countryside Act 1981 as amended and The Conservation of Habitats & Species Regulations 2010. 
The development of future recreational opportunities is to be addressed through valley-wide tourism and recreational strategies to provide a coordinated approach; including the development of access management plans for key sites and that appropriate planning policies are incorporated within strategic planning documents to ensure developments take account of direct and indirect recreational disturbance. Natural England intend to support and work in partnership with the following initiatives: The Wildlife Trust's Nene Valley Vision, RSPB Futurescapes and River Nene Regional Park projects. 

Current condition

When the specific biological or geological features for which a SSSI was notified are being managed in a way which maintains the nature conservation values the site is said to be in ‘favourable condition’. The site is currently assessed as being in ’favourable and unfavourable recovering condition’.
Water quality and availability

The River Nene and its catchment are affected by a number of factors that impact on water quality. Principal discharges into the river include treated effluent from sewage works and industrial sources, as well as agricultural and urban run-off which may have a major influence on water quality due to the potential for nutrient enrichment, mobilisation of contaminants (organic and in-organic chemicals) into the water-body and sedimentation.
Water quality monitoring is regularly undertaken by the Environmental Agency at six sample sites located close to the SPA.

The River Nene was identified as a Sensitive Eutrophic Area in May 1994, due to nutrient loading from sewage and agriculture run off. Monitoring results showed elevated levels of both nitrogen and phosphate (nitrogen - moderate to very high i.e. 30 mg NO3 / l or above; and phosphate - high to very high i.e. 0.2 to 1.0 mgP / l or above).
Monitoring undertaken between 2003 and 2008 has shown the water quality of the river to be compliant with the national River Quality Objectives (RQOs). Both chemical and biological water quality monitoring was undertaken. The results showed the water to be of good to very good chemical quality, indicating that the sample sites were of a quality reflecting natural or close to natural ecosystems. This is supported by the biological results which had an average of ‘good quality’, indicating biological health a little short of an unpolluted river. This is despite a pollution incident early in 2003, which left the biological water quality at Cogenhoe and surrounding areas in poor condition. Surveys at the end of 2003 found there had been an improvement with only a few invertebrate species that would have been expected still missing; the sites went on to meet the national RQOs by the end of 2005. Overall the River Nene was deemed compliant with river quality targets.
Abstraction of groundwater or surface water is undertaken for use in agriculture, industry, domestic water supplies and tourism. Abstraction from aquifers has resulted in falling groundwater levels at a regional level in recent years. Many wetlands have close associations with groundwater, excessive abstraction or sudden fluctuations in levels which can have adverse impacts on the health of wetland ecosystems. Increased density requires additional water resources which will further serve to increase pressure on the availability of water resources and habitat areas.
3.6
Stage 4 - assessing the significance of any effects on the Natura 2000 site
Following consultation on the proposed methodology and the European Sites identified as requiring further assessment with Natural England this stage of the assessment will be completed. 

Proposed table for assessing impact of policies on the Upper Nene Valley Gravel Pits SPA:

	Policy
	Likely Positive Significant Effect
	Likely Negative Significant Effect
	Mitigation/ Alternative Solutions Required to Ensure no Adverse Effect on Site Integrity
	Overall Screening Assessment
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