Briefing Document for the Ashdown Forest Nitrogen Deposition position —
13" March 2017

Background

1. Following adoption of its Core Strategy in 2013 Wealden District Council (WDC) initiated
a review of its local plan (as required by the Inspector) commencing in 2015. This led to
an Issues, Options and Recommendations document being issued for consultation in
the autumn of 2015 with a preferred option for testing of some 20,000 dwellings in total
across the then proposed plan period (2013 to 2037).

2. During 2016 the Council has been testing the preferred options set out in the Issues,
Options and Recommendations document alongside testing of the reasonable
alternative options leading to the Wealden Local Plan Draft Proposed Submission
Document published on 3 March for review by the Council’'s Committee and Full Council
during March.

Ashdown Forest Nitrogen Deposition

3. One of the key factors impacting on the Draft Proposed Submission is the additional
evidence gathered in relation to the impact upon the Ashdown Forest Special Area of
Conservation (SAC). Significant work has been undertaken to monitor nitrogen
deposition and the impact on the ecology of the protected areas as an ongoing
requirement following the Core Strategy and to model traffic flows, nitrogen deposition
and ecological impact based on proposed development numbers and locations.

4. The conservation objective for Ashdown Forest SAC is to avoid the deterioration of the
qualifying natural habitats and the habitats of qualifying species, and the significant
disturbance of those qualifying species, ensuring the integrity of the site is maintained
and the site makes a full contribution to achieving Favourable Conservation Status of
each of the qualifying features. Ashdown Forest qualifies as an SAC due its Annex 1
habitats of European dry heaths and Northern Atlantic wet heaths and its Annex Il
species great crested newts.

5. The monitoring work on the SAC has identified that the impact on the Ashdown Forest
SAC is significant in the vicinity of the roads across the forest with high levels of
nitrogen deposition recorded and ecological damage. This is a wider impact than just
relating to the A26 as initially considered as part of the adopted Core Strategy.

6. Modelling the impact of the development numbers of the preferred option in the Issues
Options and Recommendations document over the original plan period of 2013 to 2037
shows a sianificant increase in levels of nitroaen deposition in certain areas.
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Alongside this the Council has gathered evidence of levels of nitrogen deposition across
the whole of the SAC which indicates high levels. The Council is proposing to adopt an
approach which is based on delivering development at a level which will be below that
which would be deemed to be potentially damaging to the SAC overall.

The Council has explored a range of alternatives to the level of development proposed
in order to protect the SAC including lower levels of development, alternative
distributions for development and development conditions. In addition it has considered
mitigation measures including traffic speed restrictions, introducing tolls, restricting
categories of vehicles and options for tunnels and diverting roads. Work is continuing
on this, however, for a variety of reasons the Council believes these measures would
not produce any significant improvements, either because they are already in place or
because they are not practical or economically viable.

The Council recognises that, having considered and either implemented these options
or found them to be of very limited value, there is a need to address the impact on the
SAC in the vicinity of the forest roads. The proposal is that compensatory measures will
be put in place to provide equivalent comparable habitat to that being lost. It is
recognised that this requires a public interest test which the Council believes will be met
through the benefits from the provision of the development over the plan period
including the associated employment opportunities.

10.In order to allow development to proceed the proposal is therefore to compensate for
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the impact occurring close to the roads and alongside this to set a level of development
across the district which will ensure that the SAC overall is not damaged due to traffic
movements and the consequent nitrogen deposition.

Wealden are keen to overcome this situation as soon as possible and are progressing
the compensatory measures through a range of means including discussions with the
Minister, Natural England and the Ashdown Forest Conservators and seeking potential
land which can be returned and restored to heathland.

What is the evidence?

12.The critical load for the SAC heathland is defined as 10kg of nitrogen deposition per

hectare per year. Scientists consider that deposition under 10kg of nitrogen deposition
per hectare per year mean that significant harmful effects on specified sensitive
elements of the environment do not occur according to present knowledge. Published
air quality monitoring data shows that the critical load on the SAC as a whole is already



exceeded. The level of deposition varies across the Forest. The published data can be
found on the Wealden District Council website” .

13.Natural England guidance states that if the level of nitrogen deposition is greater than
1% process contribution or above that there is a likely significant effect which requires
further investigation called an appropriate assessment. In practice this means levels of
deposition need to be below 0.1kg of nitrogen deposition per hectare per year not to
have a likely significant effect. This threshold of 0.1kg of nitrogen deposition per hectare
per year is regardless of whether the critical load has been exceeded. Legislation
requires that the contribution a Local Plan makes to nitrogen deposition is considered
alone and in combination with other plans or projects.

14.A number of Local Plan scenarios have been tested. We tested the delivery of 21,279
dwellings made up of all planning consents and proposed future growth? up until 2037.
The modelling that Wealden has carried out indicates levels of up to a maximum of 6.67
and 6.09 kg of additional nitrogen deposition per hectare per year in areas close to the
forest roads on dry and wet heaths respectively. This amounts to up to 60% of the
critical load. We have also calculated the amount the Plan deposits alone and this
amounts to up to a maximum of 1.29 and 2.49 kg of additional nitrogen deposition per
hectare per year for dry and wet heath respectively. Across the Forest as a whole, and
in combination, the average additional deposition across the Forest is 0.18 kg of
additional nitrogen deposition per hectare per year, which is similar to the average wet
heath average deposition of 0.19 kg of additional nitrogen deposition per hectare per
year both of which is over the 1% process contribution. The estimated amount of land
within the SAC which is over the 1% process contribution is 1430 hectares.

15. Taking into account the deposition on the margins of the road and across the SAC, as a
whole, further scenarios were tested. A scenario of 14,101 dwellings delivered by 2028
resulted in levels up to a maximum of 4.15 and 3.91 kg of additional nitrogen deposition
per hectare per year for dry and wet heath respectively. It is estimated that alone the
Plan deposits up to a maximum of 2.02 and 1.7 of additional nitrogen deposition per
hectare per year for dry and wet heath respectively. Across the Forest as a whole, and
in combination, the average deposition additional deposition across the Forest is 0.11
kg of additional nitrogen deposition per hectare per year, which is similar to the average
wet heath average deposition of 0.12 kg of additional nitrogen deposition per hectare
per year both of which is over the 1% process contribution. The estimated amount of
land within the SAC which is over the 1% process contribution is 769 hectares.

16.A further scenario of 11,456 dwellings delivered by 2028 resulted in levels up to a
maximum of 3.78 and 3.59 kg of additional nitrogen deposition per hectare per year for
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http://www.wealden.gov.ukIWeaIden/Residents/PIanning_and_BuiIding_ControI/PIanning_Policy/CoreStrategy/Co
reStrategyLibrary/Planning_Evidence_Base_Habitat_Regulations_Assessment.aspx

. Excluding any completions within the plan period






