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Executive Summary for the Habitats Regulations Assessment of the
Replacement Local Development Plan (RLDP) Preferred Strategy for
Torfaen
Introduction
AECOM was appointed by Torfaen County Borough Council (TCBC) to undertake a Habitats
Regulations Assessment of its Preferred Strategy Local Development Plan (RLDP), which sets out the
extent of development in Torfaen between 2018 and 2033. The RLDP makes a provision for 5,600 new
residential dwellings and 50ha of employment land. The objective of this assessment is to identify any
aspects of the Plan that would cause an adverse effect on the integrity of Natura 2000 sites, otherwise
known as European sites (Special Areas of Conservation (SACs), Special Protection Areas (SPAs) and,
as a matter of Government policy, Ramsar sites), either in isolation or in combination with other plans
and projects, and to advise on appropriate policy mechanisms for delivering mitigation where such
effects are identified. However, given its relatively early stage the RLDP does not yet set out the full list
of the specific site allocations nor detailed policy wording. As such, the Appropriate Assessment (the
second stage of the HRA process) of some of the impact pathways are deferred to the Deposit Plan
HRA and areas of further work are identified, to inform that HRA.
Legislative Context
The need for an assessment of impacts on European sites is set out in English and Welsh law by the
Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2017 (as amended). To ascertain whether the
integrity of any European sites will be affected, competent authorities must therefore undertake an HRA
of the plan or project in question, including an Appropriate Assessment if necessary, before approving
it.
Scope
Given an initial assessment of the relevant European sites within 15km of Monmouthshire and the
impact pathways present, the HRA addresses the following European sites: Usk Bat Sites SAC, Cwm
Clydach Woodlands SAC, River Usk SAC, Aberbargoed Grasslands SAC, Sugar Loaf Woodlands
SAC, Coed y Cerrig SAC, Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar, Severn Estuary SAC, Wye Valley and
Forest of Dean Bat Sites SAC and Cardiff Beech Woods SAC.
HRA tasks
Following initial evidence gathering, the first stage of any Habitats Regulations Assessment is a
screening for Likely Significant Effects (LSEs), essentially an assessment of the risks for European
sites, associated with a development plan. If LSEs cannot be excluded, and a mechanism for an
adverse interaction between a plan and a receptor site is present, the next stage of HRA, known as
Appropriate Assessment, needs to be undertaken. The Appropriate Assessment is a more detailed
analysis of the impact pathways and European sites considered at the screening stage. One of the key
elements of an Appropriate Assessment is the consideration of mitigation measures, which might
protect a European site from potential harmful adverse effects. For this HRA, both Task 1 (Screening
for Likely Significant Effects; LSEs) and Task 2 (Appropriate Assessment) were carried out.
Findings & Recommendations
The HRA shows that LSEs can be excluded for the identified impact pathways in relation to most
European sites. However, due to a combination of scientific evidence that is in the process of collation
(i.e. no visitor data currently being available for the Welsh parts of the Severn Estuary) and lacking
detail in the current Preferred Strategy (i.e. no site allocations, limited policy wording), a definitive
Appropriate Assessment of the following impacts pathways relating to specific European sites is
deferred to the Deposit Plan HRA:
•

Recreational pressure in the Severn Estuary SAC / SPA / Ramsar

•

Loss of functionally linked land relating to the Usk Bat Sites SAC and the Severn Estuary SPA
/ Ramsar

•

Water quantity, level and flow in the River Usk SAC
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Regarding recreational pressure in the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar it is concluded that, given
the allocation of new residential dwellings in Torfaen, particularly the area around Cwmbran, and the
fact that there are potential parking access locations to the SPA / Ramsar in the adjoining authority of
Newport (approx 7km from Cwmbran), further evidence is required to conclude the HRA process. A
visitor survey at two parking access points (near the RSPB Newport Wetlands and the car park at
the Lighthouse Inn, St. Bride’s Wentlooge) to the Seven Estuary SPA / Ramsar has been commissioned
to identify Torfaen’s contribution to recreational pressure. If the survey indicates it is necessary, further
mitigation measures (e.g. setting up a joint Interim Avoidance Strategy with adjoining authorities)
will be required.
Regarding land that is functionally linked to the Usk Bat Sites SAC and the Severn Estuary SPA /
Ramsar, adverse effects on site integrity cannot be excluded because not all of the site allocations are
available for assessment yet. Therefore, a fully conclusive Appropriate Assessment of this impact
pathway is deferred to the Deposit Plan HRA. Nonetheless, to help reduce the potential for adverse
effects, it is recommended to insert protective policy wording into the Deposit Plan that recognises
the 2km Core Sustenance Zone (CSZ) for lesser horseshoe bats (see HRA for detailed wording).
Scientific evidence indicates that foraging and / or commuting habitat within this buffer is essential for
the integrity of the bat populations in the SAC. Furthermore, regarding the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar
potential greenfield development allocations in southern Torfaen might be functionally linked to to the
Seven Estuary SPA / Ramsar if they are of sufficient size (at least 2ha). This will be investigated
further once allocations are identified but at the moment it is recommended to insert policy
wording requiring the need for detailed habitat assessment and, if suitable, bird surveys into the
Deposit Plan (refer to HRA for detailed wording).
Regarding water quantity, level and flow, a definitive Appropriate Assessment will be undertaken for
the Deposit Plan when the spatial distribution of development is available and issues such as surface
runoff can be considered.. Finally, regarding water quality, Dwr Cymru (Welsh Water) has confirmed
that Ponthir WwTW has sufficient headroom to accommodate the new growth delivered in the RLDP.
Given the sensitivity of the River Usk SAC to changes in water quality, it is nonetheless recommended
that specific policy wording is inserted into the Deposit Plan to state that where allocated
development exceeds the permitted headroom of any Wastewater Treatment Works (WwTW),
the development will be delivered in phases to ensure that the consented discharge is not
exceeded.
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1. Background
Introduction
AECOM was appointed by Torfaen County Borough Council (TCBC) to undertake a Habitats
Regulations Assessment of its Preferred Strategy Replacement Local Development Plan (RLDP). The
objective of this assessment is to identify any aspects of the Plan that would cause an adverse effect
on the integrity of Natura 2000 sites, otherwise known as European sites (Special Areas of Conservation
(SACs), Special Protection Areas (SPAs) and, as a matter of Government policy, Ramsar sites), either
in isolation or in combination with other plans and projects, and to advise on appropriate policy
mechanisms for delivering mitigation where such effects are identified.
The Preferred Strategy is the first stage in the iterative RLDP preparation process, providing for the
strategic direction of development in Torfaen. As such the overall purpose of the Preferred Strategy
RLDP is to identify key issues and challenges for the Borough, define a key vision and overarching
objectives for the Deposit Plan, state the anticipated scale of future housing and employment growth,
identify the spatial delivery framework for the development and to set out a broad suite of strategic
policies that will deliver the plan’s vision. To achieve this, an initial workshop with key stakeholders was
held in 2018 to identify the vision and key objectives for Torfaen County Borough in the period up to
2033. In July 2019, a Torfaen Councillor workshop was undertaken to identify the preferred level and
the spatial distribution of growth, culminating in the Preferred Strategy RLDP.
This Torfaen RLDP is a replacement for the previous LDP that was adopted in December 2013 and
covered the period between 2006 and 2021. The new RLDP will cover the years 2018 to 2033, building
upon the previous RLDP. The emerging RLDP is the Council’s statutory land use plan and provides for
homes and employment within Torfaen. Crucially, the RLDP will determine where and how much
development will take place in the County, but it will also outline which areas are to be protected from
development. It is projected within the RLDP that up to 5,600 new residential dwellings and 50ha of
employment land will be delivered across Torfaen throughout the RLDP’s period. However, given its
relatively early stage the RLDP does not yet set out the full list of specific sites where development is
to be allocated, the distribution of which is likely to be important for determining the magnitude of linking
impact pathways affecting European sites. As such, some of the Appropriate Assessment (the second
stage of the HRA process) and definitive recommendations for some impact pathways are deferred to
the Deposit Plan stage of the RLDP. Furthermore, some of the evidence base needed to make an
informed judgment is not yet available (see later discussion), meaning that this HRA also identifies some
areas for further work.
Although individual development allocations are not yet available, TCBC has identified key potential
strategic areas for growth (e.g. Ponthypool and Cwmbran) in Torfaen. Furthermore, draft Concept
Masterplans have been developed for key strategic sites, including a Strategic Housing Site at
Pontypool College (140 dwellings), Strategic Employment Sites in Cwmbran totalling 10ha in size and
Strategic Action Areas at Craig y Felin, New Inn, Pontypool (300 dwellings and 10ha of employment
land) and Llanfrechfa, Cwmbran (1,200 dwellings, employment land and a hotel). Despite the relatively
broad nature of these strategic allocations, this HRA will provide an initial assessment of the likely
implications of these strategic allocations for European sites regarding the identified impact pathways.
However, due to the present lack of detail, it will not be within the scope of this HRA to provide a definitive
assessment of these Strategic Sites, which will be undertaken as part of the HRA of the Deposit Plan.
There are no European sites within the County of Torfaen; however, several sites lie within adjoining
authorities. An initial assessment of the surrounding receptor sites and the associated impact pathways
linking them to the Torfaen RLDP, indicated that several European sites require consideration, most
notably the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar (due to recreational pressure and the loss of functionally
linked land), the Severn Estuary SAC (due to recreational pressure), the River Usk SAC (due to effects
on water quantity, level and flow, and water quality), the Cwm Clydach Woodlands SAC (due to
atmospheric pollution) and the Usk Bat Sites SAC (due to the loss of functionally linked land). The UK
is bound by the terms of the Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC). Under Article 6(3) of the Habitats Directive,
an appropriate assessment is required, where a plan or project is likely to have a significant effect upon
a European Site, either individually or ‘in combination’ with other projects.
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Legislative Context
The need for an assessment of impacts on European sites is set out within the Conservation of Habitats
and Species Regulations 2017 (as amended).
The precautionary principle 1 applies to assessments of European Sites. Consent should only be
granted for plans and projects once the relevant competent authority has ascertained that there will
either be no likelihood of significant effects, or no adverse effect on the integrity of the European Site(s)
in question. Where an Appropriate Assessment has been carried out and results in a negative impact,
or if uncertainty remains over the significant effect, consent will only be granted if there are no alternative
solutions and there are Imperative Reasons of Over-riding Public Interest (IROPI) for the development
and compensatory measures have been secured.
To ascertain whether site integrity will be affected, an Appropriate Assessment should be undertaken of
the plan or project in question. Figure 1 provides the legislative basis for an Appropriate Assessment.
Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2017 (as amended)
The Regulations state that:
“A competent authority, before deciding to … give any consent for a plan or
project which is likely to have a significant effect on a European site … must
make an appropriate assessment of the implications for the plan or project in
view of that site’s conservation objectives… The competent authority may
agree to the plan or project only after having ascertained that it will not
adversely affect the integrity of the European site.”
Figure 1. The legislative basis for Appropriate Assessment
Over the years, ‘Habitats Regulations Assessment’ (HRA) has come into wide currency to describe the
overall process set out in the Habitats Regulations, from screening through to identification of IROPI.
This has arisen in order to distinguish the overall process from the individual stage of "Appropriate
Assessment". Throughout this Report the term HRA is used for the overall process and restricts the use
of Appropriate Assessment to the specific stage of that name.

Scope of the Project
There is no pre-defined guidance that dictates the physical scope of an HRA of a Plan document.
Therefore, in considering the physical scope of the assessment, we were guided primarily by the
identified impact pathways (called the source-pathway-receptor model) rather than by arbitrary ‘zones’.
Current guidance suggests that the following European sites be included in the scope of assessment:
•

All European sites within the boundary of the County of Torfaen; and,

•

Other European sites within 15km shown to be linked to development within the County’s
boundary through a known ‘pathway’ (discussed below).

Briefly defined, impact pathways are routes by which the implementation of a policy within a Local Plan
document can lead to an effect upon a European designated site. An example of this would be new
residential development resulting in an increased population and thus increased recreational pressure,
which could then affect European sites by, for example, disturbance of wintering or breeding birds.
Guidance from the English Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (MHCLG) states
that the HRA should be ‘proportionate to the geographical scope of the [plan policy]’ and that ‘an AA
need not be done in any more detail, or using more resources, than is useful for its purpose’ (MHCLG,
2006, p.6).

1

The Precautionary Principle, which is referenced in Article 191 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, has
been defined by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO, 2005) as:
“When human activities may lead to morally unacceptable harm [to the environment] that is scientifically plausible but uncertain,
actions shall be taken to avoid or diminish that harm. The judgement of plausibility should be grounded in scientific analysis”.
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While MHCLG does not have authority in Wales, this basic principle has also been reflected in court
rulings. The Court of Appeal 2 has ruled that providing the Council (competent authority) was duly
satisfied that proposed mitigation could be ‘achieved in practice’ to satisfy that the proposed
development would have no adverse effect, then this would suffice. This ruling has since been applied
to a planning permission (rather than a Core Strategy document) 3. In this case the High Court ruled that
for ‘a multistage process, so long as there is sufficient information at any particular stage to enable the
authority to be satisfied that the proposed mitigation can be achieved in practice it is not necessary for
all matters concerning mitigation to be fully resolved before a decision maker is able to conclude that a
development will satisfy the requirements of Reg 61 of the Habitats Regulations’.
Furthermore, it is to be noted that in March 2019, Natural Resources Wales (NRW) confirmed in a
consultation letter 4 that it supported a 15km radius around Torfaen as a zone of influence for
establishing potential Likely Significant Effects relating to the Plan. Given NRW’s consultation letter, an
initial assessment of the relevant European sites and the impact pathways present, and referring to the
HRA work that was undertaken for the adopted RLDP, this HRA will discuss the following European
sites:
•

Usk Bat Sites SAC;

•

Cwm Clydach Woodlands SAC;

•

River Usk SAC;

•

Aberbargoed Grasslands SAC;

•

Sugar Loaf Woodlands SAC;

•

Coed y Cerrig SAC;

•

Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar;

•

Severn Estuary SAC;

•

Wye Valley and Forest of Dean Bat Sites SAC; and

•

Cardiff Beech Woods SAC.

An introduction to these sites, their qualifying features (species and habitats), conservation objectives,
and threats and pressures to site integrity are set out in Chapter 3 of this report.
In order to fully inform the screening process, several studies and information databases have been
consulted to determine Likely Significant Effects (LSEs) that could arise from the draft RLDP. These
include:
•

Future development proposed (and, where available, HRAs) for the adjoining authorities of
Monmouthshire, Newport, Caerphilly and Blaenau Gwent;

•

Road traffic statistics from the Department for Transport (https://roadtraffic.dft.gov.uk);

•

Journey-to-work
data
from
the
Population
(https://www.nomisweb.co.uk/census/2011/WU03UK);

•

Visitor surveys carried out in Lydney 5 and Stroud District 6, as they are both relevant to the
Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar;

•

The HRA produced for the adopted Torfaen RLDP;

Census

2011

2

No Adastral New Town Ltd (NANT) v Suffolk Coastal District Council Court of Appeal, 17th February 2015
High Court case of R (Devon Wildlife Trust) v Teignbridge District Council, 28 July 2015
4
Natural Resources Wales. March 2019. Consultation on Torfaen Replacement LDP Habitats Regulations Assessment.
5
Liley D., Panter C. & Hoskin R. 2017. Lydney Severn Estuary Visitor Survey and Recreation Strategy. Unpublished report by
Footprint Ecology for the Forest of Dean District Council. 55pp. Available at: https://www.footprintecology.co.uk/reports/Liley%20et%20al%202017%20Lydney%20Severn%20Estuary%20Visitor%20Survey%20and%20Recrea
tion%20Strategy.pdf [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
6
Southgate J. & Colebourn K. 2016. Severn Estuary (Stroud District) Visitor Survey Report. Report for Stroud District Council.
Ecological Planning & Research, Winchester. 68pp. Available at:
https://www.stroud.gov.uk/media/2902/severnestuaryvs_report_15581c_final_060616.pdf [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
3
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•

Core Management Plans for relevant European sites;

•

The UK Air Pollution Information System (www.apis.ac.uk); and

•

Multi Agency Geographic Information for the Countryside (MAGIC) and its links to SSSI
citations and the JNCC website (www.magic.gov.uk).

Quality Assurance
This report was undertaken in line with AECOM’s Integrated Management System (IMS). Our IMS
places great emphasis on professionalism, technical excellence, quality, environmental and Health and
Safety management. All staff members are committed to establishing and maintaining our certification
to the international standards BS EN ISO 9001:2008 and 14001:2004 and BS OHSAS 18001:2007. In
addition, our IMS requires careful selection and monitoring of the performance of all sub-consultants
and contractors.
All AECOM Ecologists working on this project are members (at the appropriate level) of the Chartered
Institute of Ecology and Environmental Management (CIEEM) and follow their code of professional
conduct (CIEEM, 2017).
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2. Methodology
Introduction
The HRA has been carried out with reference to the Welsh Government’s guidance on HRA: Technical
Advice Note 5 (Nature Conservation and Planning) 2009 and The Planning Series: 16 – Habitats
Regulations Assessment. AECOM has also been mindful of the implications of European case law in
2018, notably the Holohan ruling and the People over Wind ruling, both discussed below. The UK is no
longer part of the European Union. However, as a precaution it is assumed in this report that the UK
courts will continue to consider European Court of Justice rulings in the area of HRA to be useful
jurisprudence.
Figure 2 below outlines the stages of HRA according to current guidance. The stages are essentially
iterative, being revisited as necessary in response to more detailed information, recommendations and
any relevant changes to the plan until no significant adverse effects remain.

Figure 2. Four Stage Approach to Habitats Regulations Assessment.

Description of HRA Tasks
HRA Task 1 – Likely Significant Effects (LSE)
Following evidence gathering, the first stage of any Habitats Regulations Assessment is a Likely
Significant Effect (LSE) test - essentially a risk assessment to decide whether the full subsequent stage
known as Appropriate Assessment is required. The essential question is:
”Is the project, either alone or in combination with other relevant projects and plans, likely to result in a
significant effect upon European sites?”
The objective is to ‘screen out’ those plans and projects that can, without any detailed appraisal, be
said to be unlikely to result in significant adverse effects upon European sites, usually because there is
no mechanism for an adverse interaction with European sites. This stage is undertaken in Chapter 4 of
this report and in Appendix A.

HRA Task 2 – Appropriate Assessment (AA)
Where it is determined that a conclusion of ‘no likely significant effect’ cannot be drawn, the analysis
has proceeded to the next stage of HRA known as Appropriate Assessment. Case law has clarified that
‘appropriate assessment’ is not a technical term. In other words, there are no particular technical
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analyses, or level of technical analysis, that are classified by law as belonging to appropriate
assessment rather than determination of likely significant effects.
By virtue of the fact that it follows Screening, there is a clear implication that the analysis will be more
detailed than undertaken at the Screening stage and one of the key considerations during appropriate
assessment is whether there is available mitigation that would entirely address the potential effect. In
practice, the appropriate assessment would take any policies or allocations that could not be dismissed
following the high-level Screening analysis and analyse the potential for an effect in more detail, with a
view to concluding whether there would actually be an adverse effect on integrity (in other words,
disruption of the coherent structure and function of the European site(s)).
A decision by the European Court of Justice 7 concluded that measures intended to avoid or reduce the
harmful effects of a proposed project on a European site may no longer be taken into account by
competent authorities at the Likely Significant Effects or ‘screening’ stage of HRA. That ruling has been
taken into account in producing this HRA.
Also. in 2018 the Holohan ruling 8 was handed down by the European Court of Justice. Among other
provisions paragraph 39 of the ruling states that ‘As regards other habitat types or species, which are
present on the site, but for which that site has not been listed, and with respect to habitat types and
species located outside that site, … typical habitats or species must be included in the appropriate
assessment, if they are necessary to the conservation of the habitat types and species listed for the
protected area’ [emphasis added]. Due account of this decision has been taken in this HRA, particularly
regarding habitat outside the Usk Bat Sites SAC, Wye Valley & Forest of Dean Bat Sites SAC and
Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar, which may be important for sustaining the SAC bat populations and SPA
/ Ramsar bird populations.

HRA Task 3 – Avoidance and Mitigation
Where necessary, measures are recommended for incorporation into the Plan in order to avoid or
mitigate adverse effects on European sites. There is considerable precedent concerning the level of
detail that a Local Plan document needs to contain regarding mitigation for recreational impacts on
European sites. The implication of this precedent is that it is not necessary for all measures that will be
deployed to be fully developed prior to adoption of the Plan, but the Plan must provide an adequate
policy framework within which these measures can be delivered.
In evaluating significance, AECOM has relied on professional judgement as well as the results of
previous stakeholder consultation regarding development impacts on the European sites considered
within this assessment.
When discussing ‘mitigation’ for a Local Development Plan document, one is concerned primarily with
the policy framework to enable the delivery of such mitigation rather than the details of the mitigation
measures themselves since the Local Development Plan document is a high-level policy document.
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3. European Designated Sites
Usk Bat Sites SAC
Introduction
The SAC comprises a wide variety of different habitats, including bogs and marshes (40.2%), heath
and scrub (32.2%), Alpine and sub-alpine grassland (3.9%), dry grassland and steppes (3.8%) and
broad-leaved deciduous woodland (3.4%).
Mynydd Llangatwg, the area making up large parts of the SAC, consists mainly of open moorland and
bog, and represents one of the largest sections of exposed upland limestone crag in south Wales. The
Craig y Cilau National Nature Reserve (NNR), which covers a large portion of the limestone
escarpment, comprises areas of limestone grassland, scree, woodland and scrub. An extensive system
of caves and sinkholes has developed beneath the Mynydd Llangatwg.
The NNR has been established primarily to protect the lesser horseshoe bat roosts in the caves, a
primary reason for selection of this site as a SAC. However, the site also supports a noteworthy
assemblage of plants, such as the small-leaved lime, several species of whitebeam, limestone fern,
endemic hawkweeds and he alpine enchanter’s-nightshade. The various micro-habitats on the cliffs
and boulders harbour a typical range of fern, bryophytes and calcareous lichens. Notable lichen species
include the jelly lichen Collema cristatum, Leproplacetum chryssodetae and Aspicilion calcarean.
Other Annex I habitats are also present, but not a primary reason for site selection. For example, these
include Tilio-Acerion forest along the cliffs, which support rare whitebeams and are intermixed with
beechwood in the Clydach Gorge. A major portion of this SAC is located over approx. 1.4km to the
north-west of Torfaen in the counties of Powys and Monmouthshire. However, a relatively small parcel
lies only approx. 640m to the north of Torfaen.

Qualifying Features 9
The site has been designated as a SAC, a site of European importance, for a variety of features.
Annex I habitats present as a qualifying feature, but not a primary reason for selection of this site:
•

European dry heaths

•

Degraded raised bogs still capable of natural regeneration

•

Blanket bogs

•

Calcareous rocky slopes with chasmophytic vegetation

•

Caves not open to the public

•

Tilio-Acerion forests of slopes, screes and ravines

Annex II species that are a primary reason for selection of this site
•

Lesser horseshoe bat Rhinolophus hipposideros

Conservation Objectives 10
The overarching conservation objectives are outlined in the Core Management Plan for the Usk Bat
Sites published by Natural Resources Wales While this document also provides conservation vision
statements for the Annex I habitats, only the conservation objectives for the primary site feature are
outlined below.

9
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The vision for this feature is for it to be in a favourable conservation status, where all of the following
conditions are satisfied:
•

The site will support a sustainable population of lesser horseshoe bats in the River Usk area.

•

The population will viable in the long term, acknowledging the population fluctuations of the
species.

•

Buildings, structures and habitats on the site will be in optimal condition to support the
populations.

•

Sufficient foraging habitat is available, in which factors such as disturbance, interruption to flight
lines, and mortality from predation or vehicle collision, changes in habitat management that
would reduce the available food source are not at levels which could cause any decline in
population size or range

•

Management of the surrounding habitats is of the appropriate type and sufficiently secure to
ensure there is likely to be no reduction in population size or range, nor any decline in the extent
or quality of breeding, foraging or hibernating habitat.

•

There will be no loss or decline in quality of linear features (such as hedgerows and tree lines)
which the bats use as flight lines

•

There will be no loss of foraging habitat use by the bats or decline in its quality, such as due to
over-intensive woodland management

•

All factors affecting the achievement of the above conditions are under control.

Threats / Pressures to Site Integrity 11
While there is no Site Improvement Plan for the SAC, the main pressures and threats to site integrity
can be inferred from the site’s Core Management Plan, which outlines the management techniques that
are required to achieve the conservation objectives for the SAC.
The main threats and pressures to the site integrity of the SAC are the following:
•

Recreational pressure

•

Inappropriate management of main habitats

•

Inappropriate water level (in bogs)

•

Inappropriate grazing levels

•

Impact of atmospheric nitrogen deposition

•

Quarrying / mining in the area

•

Risk of arson / wildfires

Cwm Clydach Woodlands SAC
Introduction
The Cwm Clydach Woodlands SAC mainly comprises broad-leaved deciduous woodland (88.9%),
heath and scrub (9.4%), and some dry grassland and steppes (1.7%). Primarily, the site is characterised
by Asperulo-Fagetum beech forests that lie close to the limit of their north-western distribution in the

11
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UK and within Europe. The main part of the wood is on a steep valley side with a mature canopy of
large trees and abundant deadwood. There are also transitions to more acidic beech woodland.
The SAC harbours some rare and characteristic plant species including the whitebeam Sorbus
porrigentiformis, mountain sedge Carex montana, yellow bird’s-nest Monotropa hypopitys and bird’snest orchid Neottia nidus-avis. This SAC lies in the north-west corner of the County Borough near
Gilwern. The SAC lies approx. 840m to the north of Torfaen in the counties of Monmouthshire and
Blaenau Gwent.

Qualifying Features 12
The site has been designated as a SAC, a site of European importance, for several features.
Annex I habitats that are a primary reason for selection of this site:
•

Asperulo-Fagetum beech forests

Annex I habitats present as a qualifying feature, but not a primary reason for selection of this site:
•

Atlantic acidophilous beech forests with Ilex and sometimes also Taxus in the shrublayer

Conservation Objectives 13
The overarching conservation objectives are outlined in the Core Management Plan for the Cwm
Clydach Woodland published by Natural Resources Wales. While this document also provides
conservation vision statements for the non-primary Annex I habitat, only the conservation objectives for
the primary site feature are outlined below.
The vision for this feature is for it to be in a favourable conservation status, where all of the following
conditions are satisfied:
•

At least 50% of the canopy-forming trees are beech.

•

The canopy cover is at least 80% (excluding areas of crag) and composed of locally native
trees.

•

The woodland has trees of all age classes with a scattering of standing and fallen dead wood.

•

Regeneration of trees is sufficient to maintain the woodland cover in the long term.

•

The shrub layer and ground flora can be quite sparse, but where present consist of locally
native plants such as yew, hawthorn, wych elm, ash, hazel, field maple and elder, bramble,
dog’s mercury, enchanter’s-nightshade, lords-and-ladies, woodruff, male fern, sanicle, wood
melick, ivy, false brome, violets, herb robert, wood avens, and tufted hair-grass.

•

Scarcer plants, such as soft-leaved sedge and bird’s-nest orchid are locally frequent and, more
rarely, yellow bird’s-nest orchid can be found.

•

All factors affecting the achievement of the above conditions are under control.

Threats and Pressures to Site Integrity 14
While there is no Site Improvement Plan for the SAC, the main pressures and threats to site integrity
can be inferred from the site’s Core Management Plan, which outlines the management techniques that
are required to achieve the conservation objectives for the SAC.
The main threats and pressures to the site integrity of the SAC are the following:

12

https://sac.jncc.gov.uk/site/UK0030127 [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
https://naturalresources.wales/media/675017/cwm-clydach-sac-plan-english.pdf. As published by the Countryside Council for
Wales (2008). [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
14
https://naturalresources.wales/media/675017/cwm-clydach-sac-plan-english.pdf [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
13

Prepared for: Torfaen County Borough Council

AECOM
16

Habitat Regulations Assessment of the Torfaen
Replacement Local Development Plan

•

Recreational disturbance (fly-tipping)

•

Inappropriate habitat management

•

Inappropriate grazing levels

•

Invasive species
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River Usk SAC
Introduction
The River Usk SAC originates in the west of the Brecon Beacons National Park and flows south-east,
joining the Severn Estuary at Newport. The overall from of the catchment is long and narrow, with steep
tributaries inflowing along the way to the Severn Estuary. The underlying geology is primarily Devonian
Old Red Sandstone resulting in well buffered low-acidity waters. This geology also drives the lowmoderate nutrient that characterises the SAC. However, along its course the nutrient status of the SAC
is significantly modified by land use within the catchment, which is mainly pastoral and occasional
woodland forestry.
The ecological structure and function of the site is highly dependent on hydrological and
geomorphological processes, as well as the quality and connectivity of riparian habitats. This is
especially the case for mobile animals, such as migratory fish and otters that move throughout the site.
For example, the maintenance of a good hydrological regime (i.e. water quality and flows) and a
consequent maintenance of current velocity, water depth, dissolved oxygen levels and nutrient status
are integral for fish to move around the river.
Example of the species that the SAC is designated for include the sea lamprey Petromyzon marinus,
Atlantic salmon Salmo salar and bullhead Cottus gobio. Especially the Atlantic salmon requires
unmodified river channels and an obstruction-free migratory route to its spawning gravels. The River
Usk SAC is also an important site for otters, acting as a refuge for the species in the 1950s and
subsequently as a source population for the re-colonisation of south-east Wales. None of the SAC flows
through Torfaen. However, at its closest point, the river system lies only approx. 1.2km to the south of
Torfaen, relatively close to its confluence with the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar.

Qualifying Features 15
The site has been designated as a SAC, a site of European importance, for several features.
Annex I habitats present as a qualifying feature, but not a primary reason for selection of this site:
•

Water courses of plain to montane levels with the Ranunculion fluitantis and CallitrichoBatrachion vegetation

Annex II species that are a primary reason for selection of this site:

15

•

Sea lamprey Petromyzon marinus

•

Brook lamprey Lampetra planeri

•

River lamprey Lampetra fluviatilis

•

Twaite shad Alosa fallax

•

Atlantic salmon Salmo salar

•

Bullhead Cottus gobio

•

Otter Lutra lutra

https://sac.jncc.gov.uk/site/UK0013007 [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
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Annex II species present as a qualifying feature, but not a primary reason for site selection:
•

Allis shad Alosa alosa

Conservation Objectives 16
The overarching conservation objectives are outlined in the Core Management Plan for the River Usk
SAC published by Natural Resources Wales. While this document provides conservation vision
statements for all Annex II species, only the conservation objectives for the water course are presented
here, as this is essential to maintain the species in favourable conservation status.
•

The capacity of the habitats in the SAC to support each feature at near-natural population
levels, as determined by predominantly unmodified ecological and hydromorphological
processes and characteristics, should be maintained as far as possible, or restored where
necessary.

•

The ecological status of the water environment should be sufficient to maintain a stable or
increasing population of each feature. This will include elements of water quantity and quality,
physical habitat and community composition and structure. It is anticipated that these limits will
concur with the relevant standards used by the Review of Consents process given in Annexes
1-3.

•

Flow regime, water quality and physical habitat should be maintained in, or restored as far as
possible to, a near-natural state, in order to support the coherence of ecosystem structure and
function across the whole area of the SAC.

•

All known breeding, spawning and nursery sites of species features should be maintained as
suitable habitat as far as possible, except where natural processes cause them to change.

•

Flows, water quality, substrate quality and quantity at fish spawning sites and nursery areas will
not be depleted by abstraction, discharges, engineering or gravel extraction activities or other
impacts to the extent that these sites are damaged or destroyed.

•

The river planform and profile should be predominantly unmodified. Physical modifications
having an adverse effect on the integrity of the SAC, including, but not limited to, revetments
on active alluvial river banks using stone, concrete or waste materials, unsustainable extraction
of gravel, addition or release of excessive quantities of fine sediment, will be avoided.

•

River habitat SSSI features should be in favourable condition. In the case of the Usk Tributaries
SSSI, the SAC habitat is not underpinned by a river habitat SSSI feature. In this case, the target
is to maintain the characteristic physical features of the river channel, banks and riparian zone.

•

Artificial factors impacting on the capability of each species feature to occupy the full extent of
its natural range should be modified where necessary to allow passage, eg. weirs, bridge sills,
acoustic barriers.

•

Natural factors such as waterfalls, which may limit the natural range of a species feature or
dispersal between naturally isolated populations, should not be modified.

•

Flows during the normal migration periods of each migratory fish species feature will not be
depleted by abstraction to the extent that passage upstream to spawning sites is hindered.

•

Flow objectives for assessment points in the Usk Catchment Abstraction Management Strategy
will be set by Natural Resources Wales as necessary. It is anticipated that these limits will
concur with the standards used by the Review of Consents process given in Annex 1 of this
document.

•

Levels of nutrients, in particular phosphate, will be set by Natural Resources Wales for each
Water Framework Directive water body in the Usk SAC, and measures taken to maintain
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nutrients below these levels. It is anticipated that these limits will concur with the standards
used by the Review of Consents process given in Annex 2 of this document.
•

Levels of water quality parameters that are known to affect the distribution and abundance of
SAC features will be set by Natural Resources Wales for each Water Framework Directive
water body in the Usk SAC, and measures taken to maintain pollution below these levels. It is
anticipated that these limits will concur with the 16 standards used by the Review of Consents
process given in Annex 3 of this document.

•

Potential sources of pollution not addressed in the Review of Consents, such as contaminated
land, will be considered in assessing plans and projects.

•

Levels of suspended solids will be set by Natural Resources Wales for each Water Framework
Directive water body in the Usk SAC. Measures including, but not limited to, the control of
suspended sediment generated by agriculture, forestry and engineering works, will be taken to
maintain suspended solids below these levels.

Threats and Pressures to Site Integrity 17
While there is no Site Improvement Plan for the SAC, the main pressures and threats to site integrity
can be inferred from the site’s Core Management Plan, which outlines the management techniques that
are required to achieve the conservation objectives for the SAC.
The main threats and pressures to the site integrity of the SAC are the following:
•

Inappropriate habitat management (e.g. barriers to migration)

•

Water quality

•

Water flow / level

•

Noise / acoustic disturbance

•

Non-marine fisheries: recreational and commercial

•

Increased sedimentation / siltation

Aberbargoed Grasslands SAC
Introduction
The Aberbargoed Grasslands SAC comprises multiple habitats, including humid grassland (48%),
broad-leaved deciduous woodland (32.6%), and heath and scrub (12.8%). The SAC covers 42.5ha and
lies southwest facing hillside in the Rhymney Valley, 1km east of Bargoed and thus occupying an urban
fringe position.
The fields in the south-western part of the site have reduced drainage and harbour a mixture of marshy
grassland communities. Areas of high conservation value include abundant purple moor grass Molinia
caerulea, meadow thistle Cirsium dissectum, devil’s bit scabious Succisa pratensis and carnation sedge
Carex panicea. Associated stands of Molinia caerulea – Potentilla erecta mire contain abundant purple
moor grass with other important plant species, such as common sedge Carex nigra and spotted orchid
Dactylorhiza maculata. This SAC lies approx. 6.3km to the west of Torfaen.

Qualifying Features 18
The site has been designated as a SAC, a site of European importance, for several features.
Annex I habitats present as a qualifying feature, but not a primary reason for selection of this site:

17
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Molinia meadows on calcareous, peaty or clayey-silt laden soils (Molinion caeruleae)

Annex II species that are a primary reason for selection of this site:
•

Marsh fritillary butterfly Euphydryas aurinia

Conservation Objectives 19
The overarching conservation objectives are outlined in the Core Management Plan for the Aberbagoed
Grasslands SAC published by Natural Resources Wales. While this document also provides
conservation vision statements for the Annex I habitat, only the conservation objectives for the primary
qualifying feature are presented here.
The vision for this feature is for it to be in a favourable conservation status, where all of the following
conditions are satisfied:
•

The site will support a sustainable metapopulation of the marsh fritillary in the Aberbargoed
area. This will require at least 50ha of suitable habitat, although not all of this will be within the
SAC

•

The population will be viable in the long term, acknowledging the extreme population
fluctuations of the species.

•

Habitats on the site will be in optimal condition to support the metapopulation.

•

At least 25ha of the total site area will be marshy grassland suitable for supporting marsh
fritillary, with Succisa pratensis present and only a low cover of scrub.

•

At least 6.25ha will be good marsh fritillary breeding habitat, dominated by purple moor-grass
Molinia caerulea, with S. pratensis present throughout and a vegetation height of 10-20cm over
the winter period.

•

All factors affecting the achievement of the foregoing conditions are under control.

Threats and Pressures to Site Integrity 20
While there is no Site Improvement Plan for the SAC, the main pressures and threats to site integrity
can be inferred from the site’s Core Management Plan, which outlines the management techniques that
are required to achieve the conservation objectives for the SAC.
The main threats and pressures to the site integrity of the SAC are the following:
•

Appropriate grazing levels

•

Recreational pressure

Sugar Loaf Woodlands SAC
Introduction
The Sugar Loaf Woodlands SAC comprises 173.1ha of broad-leaved deciduous woodland (76.7%),
and heath and scrub (23.3%). It is the largest area of old sessile oak woods near the south-eastern
fringe of the habitat’s range in the UK and Europe. Due to the relatively dry conditions in the SAC, the
development of the Atlantic flora is restricted. However, the main plant components of the site are
sessile oak Quercus petraea, bilberry Vaccinium myrtillus, wavy hair-grass Deschampsia flexuosa, and
extensive fern and bryophyte cover. While the woodland is grazed, it regenerates around the fringes,
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where transitions to upland grassland and heathland communities occur. The Sugar Loaf Woodlands
SAC lies outside of Torfaen, approx. 6km to the north-east in the county of Monmouthshire.

Qualifying Features 21
The site has been designated as a SAC, a site of European importance, for several features.
Annex I habitats that are a primary reason for selection of this site:
•

Old sessile oak woods with Ilex and Blechnum in the British Isles

Conservation Objectives 22
The overarching conservation objectives are outlined in the Core Management Plan for the Sugar Loaf
Woodlands SAC published by Natural Resources Wales.
The vision for this feature is for it to be in favourable conservation status within the site, as a functioning
and regenerating* oak wood, where all of the following conditions are satisfied:
•

The wooded area is no less than 122 ha;

•

The remainder of the site is semi-natural acid grassland, heathland, bracken and scrub, often
forming a transition zone at the woodland edge;

•

Saplings of birch betula spp, oak Quercus petraea, alder Alnus glutinosa or holly Ilex aquifolium
dominate the tree regeneration;

•

Young beech Fagus sylvatica and sycamore Acer pseudoplatanus trees are rare;

•

The woodland ground flora is composed of a range of typical native plants including bilberry
Vaccinium myrtillus, wavy-hair grass Deschampsia flexuosa and the mosses Plagiothecium
undulatum, Rhytidiadelphus loreus, Dicranum majus.

•

The liverwort Bazzania trilobata to continue to be present in its core area of Unit 1.

•

All factors affecting the achievement of these conditions will under control.

* A "functioning and regenerating oak woodland" would include all the positive attributes described in
the performance indicators.

Threats and Pressures to Site Integrity 23
While there is no Site Improvement Plan for the SAC, the main pressures and threats to site integrity
can be inferred from the site’s Core Management Plan, which outlines the management techniques that
are required to achieve the conservation objectives for the SAC.
The main threats and pressures to the site integrity of the SAC are the following:
•

Inappropriate habitat management

•

Invasive species
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Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar
Introduction
The Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar is located between the borders of Wales and England in southwestern Britain. It is a 24,700.91ha large estuary with extensive intertidal mudflats, sandflats, rocky
platforms and small islands. The coastline is fringed by saltmarsh, grazing marsh, freshwater and
brackish ditches. Its seabed is mainly rocky, gravelly and sub-tidal sandbanks. Due to the estuary’s
funnel shape, the Severn experiences the second highest tidal range in the world.
Because of this extreme tidal condition, the SPA / Ramsar is inhabited by plant and animal assemblages
that tolerate the physical conditions in the tidal-swept liquid mud, sand and rock. The invertebrate
community is species-poor and harbours high densities of ragworms and lugworms. These form
important food sources for migrant and wintering waders. The SPA / Ramsar has particular importance
as a stopover point for spring and autumn migrant waders, and overwintering swans, ducks and waders.
The site also has an extensive intertidal zone, as a consequence of its tidal range. The closest part of
the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar lies approx. 7km to the south of Torfaen in the adjoining county of
Newport.

SPA Qualifying Features 24
This site qualifies under Article 4.1 of the Directive (79/409/EEC) by supporting populations (counts
are all at time of designation and could have changed since) of European importance of the following
species listed on Annex I of the Directive:
Over winter
•

Bewick's swan Cygnus columbianus bewickii, 280 individuals representing at least 4.0% of the
wintering population in Great Britain (5 year peak mean 1991/2 - 1995/6)

This site also qualifies under Article 4.2 of the Directive (79/409/EEC) by supporting populations of
European importance of the following migratory species:
On passage
•

Ringed plover Charadrius hiaticula, 655 individuals representing at least 1.3% of the
Europe/Northern Africa - wintering population (5 year peak mean 1991/2 - 1995/6)

Over winter
•

Curlew Numenius arquata, 3,903 individuals representing at least 1.1% of the wintering Europe
- breeding population (5 year peak mean 1991/2 - 1995/6)

•

Dunlin Calidris alpina alpina, 44,624 individuals representing at least 3.2% of the wintering
Northern Siberia/Europe/Western Africa population (5 year peak mean 1991/2 - 1995/6)

•

Pintail Anas acuta, 599 individuals representing at least 1.0% of the wintering Northwestern
Europe population (5 year peak mean 1991/2 - 1995/6)

•

Redshank Tringa totanus, 2,330 individuals representing at least 1.6% of the wintering Eastern
Atlantic - wintering population (5 year peak mean 1991/2 - 1995/6)

•

Shelduck Tadorna tadorna, 3,330 individuals representing at least 1.1% of the wintering
Northwestern Europe population (5 year peak mean 1991/2 - 1995/6)

Assemblage qualification: A wetland of international importance
The area qualifies under Article 4.2 of the Directive (79/409/EEC) by regularly supporting at least
20,000 waterfowl.
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Over winter, the area regularly supports 93,986 individual waterfowl (5 year peak mean 1991/2 - 1995/6)
including: Gadwall Anas strepera, shelduck Tadorna tadorna, pintail Anas acuta, dunlin Calidris alpina
alpina, curlew Numenius arquata, redshank Tringa totanus, Bewick's swan Cygnus columbianus
bewickii, wigeon Anas penelope, lapwing Vanellus vanellus, teal Anas crecca, mallard Anas
platyrhynchos, shoveler Anas clypeata, pochard Aythya ferina, tufted duck Aythya fuligula, grey plover
Pluvialis squatarola, white-fronted goose Anser albifrons albifrons, whimbrel Numenius phaeopus.

Ramsar Qualifying Features 25
The Severn Estuary is designated as a Ramsar site under the following criteria:
Criterion 1
•

Due to the immense tidal range (second-largest in world), which affects both the physical
environment and biological communities

•

Habitats Directive Annex I features present include sandbanks which are slightly covered by
sea water all the time, estuaries, mudflats and sandflats not covered by sweater at low tide and
Atlantic salt meadows (Glauco-Puccinellietalia maritimae)

Criterion 3
•

Due to unusual estuarine communities, reduced diversity and high productivity

Criterion 4
•

This site is important for the run of migratory fish between sea and river via estuary. Species
include salmon Salmo salar, sea trout S. trutta, sea lamprey Petromyzon marinus, river lamprey
Lampetra fluviatilis, allis shad Alosa alosa, twaite shad A. fallax, and eel Anguilla anguilla. It is
also of particular importance for migratory birds during spring and autumn.

Criterion 5: Assemblages of international importance
Species with peak counts in winter
70,919 waterfowl (5 year peak mean 1998/99-2002/2003).
Criterion 6: Species / populations occurring at levels of international importance
Species with peak counts in winter
•

Tundra swan Cygnus columbianus bewickii; 229 individuals representing an average of 2.8%
of the GB population (5 year peak mean 1998/99-2002/03)

•

Greater white-fronted goose Anser albifrons; 2,076 individuals representing an average of
35.8% of the GB population (5 year peak mean 1996/97-2000/01)

•

Common shelduck Tadorna tadorna; 3,223 individuals representing an average of 1% of the
NW Europe population (5 year peak mean 1998/99-2002/03)

•

Gadwall Anas strepera strepera; 241 individuals representing an average of 1.4% of the GB
population (5 year peak mean 1998/99-2002/03)

•

Dunlin Calidris alpina alpina; 25,082 individuals representing an average of 1.8% of the W
Siberia and W Europe population (5 year peak mean 1998/99-2002/03)

•

Common redshank tringa totanus tetanus; 2,616 individuals representing an average of 1% of
the population (5 year peak mean 1998/99-2002/03)

Species / populations identified subsequent to designation for possible future consideration under
criterion 6
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Species regularly supported during the breeding season
•

Lesser black-backed gull Larus fuscus graellsii; 4,167 apparently occupied nests, representing
an average of 2.8% of the breeding population (Seabird 2000 Census)

Species with peak counts in spring / autumn
•

Ringed plover Charadrius hiaticula; 740 individuals representing an average of 1% of the
Europe and NW Africa population (5 year peak mean 1998/99-2002/03)

Species with peak counts in winter
•

Eurasian teal Anas crecca; 4,456 individuals representing an average of 1.1% of the NW
Europe population (5 year peak mean 1998/99-2002/03)

•

Northern pintail Anas acuta; 756 individuals representing an average of 1.2% of the NW Europe
population (5 year peak mean 1998/99-2002/03)

Criterion 8
The fish of the whole estuarine and river system is one of the most diverse in Britain, with over 110
species recorded. Salmon Salmo salar, sea trout S. trutta, sea lamprey Petromyzon marinus, river
lamprey Lampetra fluviatilis, allis shad Alosa alosa, twaite shad A. fallax, and eel Anguilla anguilla use
the Severn Estuary as a key migration route to their spawning grounds in the many tributaries that flow
into the estuary. The site is important as a feeding and nursery ground for many fish species particularly
allis shad Alosa alosa and twaite shad A. fallax which feed on mysid shrimps in the salt wedge.

Conservation Objectives 26
With regard to the SPA and the individual species and/or assemblage of species for which the site has
been classified (the ‘Qualifying Features’ listed below), and subject to natural change;
Ensure that the integrity of the site is maintained or restored as appropriate, and ensure that the site
contributes to achieving the aims of the Wild Birds Directive, by maintaining or restoring;
•

The extent and distribution of the habitats of the qualifying features

•

The structure and function of the habitats of the qualifying features

•

The supporting processes on which the habitats of the qualifying features rely

•

The population of each of the qualifying features, and,

•

The distribution of the qualifying features within the site.

Threats and Pressures to Site Integrity 27
The following threats and pressures to the site integrity of the Severn Estuary SPA have been identified
in Natural England’s Site Improvement Plan:

26
27

•

Public access / disturbance

•

Physical modification

•

Impacts of development

•

Coastal squeeze

•

Change in land management

•

Changes in species distributions

http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/5601088380076032 [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/4590676519944192 [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
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•

Water pollution

•

Air pollution: Impact of atmospheric nitrogen deposition

•

Marine consents and permits: Minerals and waste

•

Fisheries: Recreational marine and estuarine

•

Fisheries: Commercial marine and estuarine

•

Invasive species

•

Marine litter

•

Marine pollution incidents
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number: 60609986
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Severn Estuary SAC
Introduction
The Severn Estuary SAC was designated as a SAC in 2009, because it supports a significant number
of habitats and species. It covers an area of 74,000ha and is designated partly for its estuary feature.
Within this feature, subtidal sandbanks, intertidal mudflats and sandflats, Atlantic salt meadows and
biogenic reefs are included. The SAC also harbours three migratory fish species, including river
lamprey, sea lamprey and twaite shad. The Severn Estuary also comprises hard substrate habitats, an
assemblage of 114 estuarine and marine fish species and various waterfowl species. The Severn
Estuary SAC overlaps with the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar, and its closest point is approx. 7km to
the south of Torfaen in the adjoining county of Newport.

Qualifying Features 28
The site is classified as a SAC for various qualifying features.
Annex I habitats that are a primary reason for selection of this site:
•

Estuaries

•

Mudflats and sandflats not covered by seawater at low tide

•

Atlantic salt meadows (Glauco-Puccinellietalia maritimae)

Annex I habitats present as a qualifying feature, but not a primary reason for selection of this site
•

Sandbanks which are slightly covered by sea water all the time

•

Reefs

Annex II species that are a primary reason for selection of this site
•

Sea lamprey Petromyzon marinus

•

River lamprey Lampetra fluviatilis

•

Twaite shad Alosa fallax

Conservation Objectives 29
With regard to the SAC and the natural habitats and/or species for which the site has been designated
(the ‘Qualifying Features’ listed below), and subject to natural change;

28
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Ensure that the integrity of the site is maintained or restored as appropriate, and ensure that the site
contributes to achieving the Favourable Conservation Status of its Qualifying Features, by maintaining
or restoring;
•

The extent and distribution of qualifying natural habitats and habitats of qualifying species

•

The structure and function (including typical species) of qualifying natural habitats

•

The structure and function of the habitats of qualifying species

•

The supporting processes on which qualifying natural habitats and the habitats of qualifying
species rely

•

The populations of qualifying species, and,

•

The distribution of qualifying species within the site.

Threats and Pressures to Site Integrity 30
The following threats and pressures to the site integrity of the Severn Estuary SAC have been identified
in Natural England’s Site Improvement Plan:
•

Public access / disturbance

•

Physical modification

•

Impacts of development

•

Coastal squeeze

•

Change in land management

•

Changes in species distributions

•

Water pollution

•

Air pollution: Impact of atmospheric nitrogen deposition

•

Marine consents and permits: Minerals and waste

•

Fisheries: Recreational marine and estuarine

•

Fisheries: Commercial marine and estuarine

•

Invasive species

•

Marine litter

•

Marine pollution incidents

Coed y Cerrig SAC
Introduction
The Coed y Cerrig SAC is 8.99ha in size and comprises two main habitats, namely broad-leaved
deciduous woodland (91.2%), and bogs and marshes (6.6%). The SAC is a good example of alluvial
forest in southern Wales. It lies in the bottom of a valley and its canopy is dominated by alder Alnus
glutinosa and ash Fraxinus excelsior, and a rich understorey with guelder-rose Viburnum opulus and
bird cherry Prunus padus. Its ground flora includes large sedges Carex spp. and wet woodland species.
There are gradations to ash-elm Fraxinus-Ulmus and oak Quercus spp. on the valley sides. The site
includes a large area of species-rich fen meadow and some rush pasture.

30
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Historically, the wet alder dominated woodland has been managed through a mixture of coppicing and
grazing. Coppice management was traditionally undertaken to provide timber for the charcoal and clog
making industries but seized before the Second World War. The dry woodland sections were managed
for oak and beech timber. The SAC is located approx. 10.8km to the north-east of Torfaen in the
adjoining county of Monmouthshire.

Qualifying Features 31
The site has been designated as a SAC, a site of European importance, for several features.
Annex I habitats that are a primary reason for selection of this site:
•

Alluvial forests with Alnus glutinosa and Fraxinus excelsior (Alno-Padion, Alnion incanae,
Salicion albae)

Conservation Objectives 32
The overarching conservation objectives are outlined in the Core Management Plan for the Coed y
Cerrig SAC published by Natural Resources Wales.
Alluvial forests with Alnus glutinosa and Fraxinus excelsior (Alno-Padion, Alnion incanae, Salicion
albae)

31

•

Around a third of the site is covered by wet alder and willow woodland.

•

This wet woodland grades into areas of permanent open swamp dominated by lesser pondsedge or other typical wetland plants, where the hydrological conditions are suitable. Adjacent
areas of marshy grassland and spring-fed mire are intimately linked to the wet woodland and
swamp.

•

The remainder of the site supports mainly dry semi-natural woodland.

•

The wet woodland has a variable canopy structure, based on a small-scale patchwork, with
alder of different ages and some standing as well as fallen dead wood. Ash does not make up
more than 25% of the canopy.

•

Young trees/saplings and/or vegetative re-growth of the above species are present.

•

The understorey includes locally native shrubs typical of this habitat and the ground flora
consists of a variety of typical wetland plants, such as lesser pond-sedge, common marshbedstraw, meadowsweet, yellow pimpernel, opposite-leaved golden-saxifrage, marshmarigold, hemlock water-dropwort, water mint, lady fern and rushes.

•

Plants associated with nutrient enrichment, such as stinging nettle and cleavers, are not
dominant over large areas and invasive alien plants like Japanese knotweed and Indian balsam
are absent.

•

This wet woodland grades into areas of permanent open swamp dominated by lesser pondsedge or other typical wetland plants, where the hydrological conditions are suitable. Adjacent
areas of marshy grassland and spring-fed mire are intimately linked to the wet woodland and
swamp.

•

There is no significant input of nutrient-rich water from ditches and surrounding land.

•

All factors affecting the achievement of these conditions are under control.

https://sac.jncc.gov.uk/site/UK0012766 [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
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Threats and Pressures to Site Integrity 33
While there is no Site Improvement Plan for the SAC, the main pressures and threats to site integrity
can be inferred from the site’s Core Management Plan, which outlines the management techniques that
are required to achieve the conservation objectives for the SAC.
The main threats and pressures to the site integrity of the SAC are the following:
•

Inadequate woodland management

•

Inappropriate grazing levels

•

Inappropriate hydrological regime

•

Atmospheric pollution

•

Recreational pressure

Wye Valley and Forest of Dean Bat Sites SAC
Introduction
The Wye Valley and Forest of Dean Bat Sites SAC lies within the Forest of Dean and Lower Wye
National Character Area, straddling the England-Wales border. It includes 13 individual component sites
(9 in England and 4 in Wales), which are all individually notified as SSSIs and that total an area of
144.82ha. The sites include both maternity roosts and hibernation sites in old buildings and mines /
caves.
The wider surrounding landscape of the SAC is heavily wooded and edged by predominantly grazed
farmland. This mixed landscape with trees and grazed pastures provides good conditions for both lesser
horseshoe bat Rhinolophus hipposideros and greater horseshoe bat Rhinolophus ferrumequinum. The
designated SAC components harbour the highest density of lesser horseshoe bats in the UK, making
up about 26% of the national population. The complex of sites harbours approx. 6% of the national
greater horseshoe bat population.
The qualifying bat populations are supported by numerous summer roosts and hibernation sites in the
area that are not designated, but form part of the wider ecological network of the SAC. Flightlines,
commuting routes and feeding grounds are also critical in maintaining the integrity of the Wye Valley
and Forest of Dean Bat Sites SAC. Additionally, there is some evidence of connectivity between the
populations in the SAC, the Cotswolds to the east, the Malvern Hills to the north and areas in Wales to
the west. All of the SAC lies outside Torfaen, with the closest parcel lying approx. 13.2km to the east in
the adjoining county of Monmouthshire.

Qualifying Features 34
Annex II species that are a primary reason for selection of this site
•

Lesser horseshoe bat Rhinolophus hipposideros

•

Greater horseshoe bat Rhinolophus ferrumequinum

Conservation Objectives 35
With regard to the SAC and the natural habitats and/or species for which the site has been designated
(the ‘Qualifying Features’ listed below), and subject to natural change;

33
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Ensure that the integrity of the site is maintained or restored as appropriate, and ensure that the site
contributes to achieving the Favourable Conservation Status of its Qualifying Features, by maintaining
or restoring;
•

The extent and distribution of the habitats of qualifying species

•

The structure and function of the habitats of qualifying species

•

The supporting processes on which the habitats of qualifying species rely

•

The populations of qualifying species, and

•

The distribution of qualifying species within the site.

Threats and Pressures to Site Integrity 36
The following threats and pressures to the site integrity of the Wye Valley and Forest of Dean Bat Sites
SAC have been identified in Natural England’s Site Improvement Plan:
•

Physical modification

•

Public access / disturbance

•

Habitat connectivity

Cardiff Beech Woods SAC
Introduction
The Cardiff Beech Woods SAC is a 114.45ha site that almost exclusively comprises broad-leaved
deciduous woodland (99.5%). It represents Asperulo-Fagetum beech forest and Tilio-Acerion forest of
slopes, screes and ravines. The SAC is considered to be one of the prime examples of beech forest in
the United Kingdom and is the largest concentration of such forest in Wales. The woods are mosaic in
nature and display transitions to other woodland types, such as more acidic beech woodland, oak
Quercus robur and ash Fraxinus excelsior. This habitat type occurs on circumneutral to calcareous
soils.
The SAC also sustains a significant concentration of Tilio-Acerion forests, including ash Fraxinus
excelsior, wych elm Ulmus glabra, small-leaved lime Tilia cordata and large-leaved lime T. platyphyllos.
There are also significant stands of the introduced sycamore Acer pseudoplatanus. In contrast to the
Asperulo-Fagetum forest, this habitat is mainly restricted to calcareous soils. The SAC is located in
southern Wales, in an area that is highly urbanised. Therefore, it has high existing levels of recreational
use. The parcel of the SAC closest to Torfaen lies approx. 12.6km to the south-west in the authority of
Cardiff.

Qualifying Features 37
Annex I habitats that are a primary reason for selection of this site:
•

Asperulo-Fagetum beech forests

Annex I habitats present as a qualifying feature, but not a primary reason for selection of this site:
•

36
37

Tilio-Acerion forests of slopes, screes and ravines
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Conservation Objectives 38
The overarching conservation objectives are outlined in the Core Management Plan for the Cardiff
Beech Woods SAC published by Natural Resources Wales.
Asperulo-Fagetum beech forest
•

Around a third of the site is covered by wet alder and willow woodland.

•

The existing Asperulo-fagetum beech forest will be maintained.

•

At least 95% of canopy forming trees will be locally native species such as beech, ash and oak,
with some areas dominated by beech.

•

The tree canopy will not be completely closed; approximately 10% of the canopy will include a
dynamic shifting pattern of gaps encouraging natural regeneration of tree species of all ages.

•

Dead wood, standing and fallen, will be maintained where possible to provide habitat for
invertebrates, fungi and other woodland species.

•

There are pockets of ground flora across the site, comprising species typical of lime-rich beech
wood, including indicators of ancient woodland such as wood anemone, ramsons and sanicle.

•

There is little evidence of browsing or squirrel damage to trees.

•

Recreational use of the site will continue to be managed so it does not damage the wildlife
interest of the site.

•

All factors affecting the achievement of these conditions are under control.

Tilio-Acerion forest of slopes, screes and ravines
•

The existing Tilio-acerion forest will be maintained.

•

At least 95% of canopy forming trees will be locally native species (sycamore included).

•

The tree canopy will not be completely closed; approximately 10% of the canopy will include a
dynamic shifting pattern of gaps encouraging natural regeneration of tree species of all ages.

•

Dead wood, standing and fallen, will be maintained where possible to provide habitat for
invertebrates, fungi and other woodland species.

•

There are pockets of ground flora across the site, comprising species typical of lime-rich beech
wood, including indicators of ancient woodland such as wood anemone, ramsons and sanicle.

•

There is little evidence of browsing or squirrel damage to trees.

•

Recreational use of the site will continue to be managed so it does not damage the wildlife
interest of the site.

•

All factors affecting the achievement of these conditions are under control.

Threats and Pressures to Site Integrity 39
While there is no Site Improvement Plan for the SAC, the main pressures and threats to site integrity
can be inferred from the site’s Core Management Plan, which outlines the management techniques that
are required to achieve the conservation objectives for the SAC.
The main threats and pressures to the site integrity of the SAC are the following:

38
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•

Recreational pressure

•

Atmospheric pollution

•

Extraction of non-living resources

•

Inappropriate woodland management

•

Invasive species
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4. Test of Likely Significant Effects (LSE)
Introduction
This chapter provides background to the relevant impact pathways linked to the Replacement Local
Development Plan (RLDP), highlights the European sites that are sensitive to these pathways, and
identifies the policies that could (prior to the consideration of mitigation) result in Likely Significant
Effects (LSEs) on European sites. While, the Preferred Strategy RLDP already highlights a preferred
Spatial Option (Option 5 – Continuation of the existing strategy of a network of integrated communities),
it also discusses four other Spatial Options. The implications of these broad Spatial Options are briefly
discussed in Chapter 5. The European sites and identified Strategic Policies (for which LSEs cannot be
excluded) are then carried forward into the Appropriate Assessment that is undertaken in Chapter 6.
For a map of the European sites relevant to the emerging Torfaen RLDP please see Appendix 1. For
the full LSEs assessment of the Strategic Policies outlined within the RLDP please see Appendix 2.

Impact Pathways Considered
The following impact pathways are considered relevant to the emerging Torfaen RLDP:
•

Atmospheric pollution (due to an increase in traffic generation);

•

Recreational pressure (due to the local population growth);

•

Loss of functionally linked land (due to the allocation of greenfield sites for development);

•

Water quality (due to increases in sewage effluent and industrial pollutant input) and

•

Water quantity, level and flow (due to an increased abstraction of water for dwellings and
employment space).

Background to Atmospheric Pollution
Table 1: Main sources and effects of air pollutants on habitats and species 40
Pollutant

Source

Effects on habitats and species

Sulphur Dioxide
(SO2)

The main sources of SO2 are electricity generation, and
industrial and domestic fuel combustion. However, total
SO2 emissions in the UK have decreased substantially
since the 1980’s.

Wet and dry deposition of SO2 acidifies soils and
freshwater and may alter the composition of plant and
animal communities.

Another origin of sulphur dioxide is the shipping industry
and high atmospheric concentrations of SO2 have been
documented in busy ports. In future years shipping is
likely to become one of the most important contributors
to SO2 emissions in the UK.

Acid deposition

Leads to acidification of soils and freshwater via
atmospheric deposition of SO2, NOx, ammonia and
hydrochloric acid. Acid deposition from rain has declined
by 85% in the last 20 years, which most of this
contributed by lower sulphate levels.
Although future trends in S emissions and subsequent
deposition to terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems will

40

The magnitude of effects depends on levels of
deposition, the buffering capacity of soils and the
sensitivity of impacted species.
However, SO2 background levels have fallen
considerably since the 1970’s and are now not
regarded a threat to plant communities. For example,
decreases in Sulphur dioxide concentrations have
been linked to returning lichen species and improved
tree health in London.
Gaseous precursors (e.g. SO2) can cause direct
damage to sensitive vegetation, such as lichen, upon
deposition.
Can affect habitats and species through both wet
(acid rain) and dry deposition. The effects of
acidification include lowering of soil pH, leaf chlorosis,

Information summarised from the Air Pollution Information System (http://www.apis.ac.uk/)
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Source

Effects on habitats and species

continue to decline, increased N emissions may cancel
out any gains produced by reduced S levels.

reduced decomposition rates, and compromised
reproduction in birds / plants.
Not all sites are equally susceptible to acidification.
This varies depending on soil type, bed rock geology,
weathering rate and buffering capacity. For example,
sites with an underlying geology of granite, gneiss
and quartz rich rocks tend to be more susceptible.

Ammonia
(NH3)

Ammonia is a reactive, soluble alkaline gas that is
released following decomposition and volatilisation of
animal wastes. It is a naturally occurring trace gas, but
ammonia concentrations are directly related to the
distribution of livestock.
Ammonia reacts with acid pollutants such as the
products of SO2 and NOX emissions to produce fine
ammonium (NH4+) - containing aerosol. Due to its
significantly longer lifetime, NH4+ may be transferred
much longer distances (and can therefore be a
significant trans-boundary issue).
While ammonia deposition may be estimated from its
atmospheric concentration, the deposition rates are
strongly influenced by meteorology and ecosystem type.

Nitrogen
(NOx)

oxides

Nitrogen oxides are mostly produced in combustion
processes. Half of NOX emissions in the UK derive from
motor vehicles, one quarter from power stations and the
rest from other industrial and domestic combustion
processes.
In contrast to the steep decline in Sulphur dioxide
emissions, nitrogen oxides are falling slowly due to
control strategies being offset by increasing numbers of
vehicles.

The negative effect of NH4+ may occur via direct
toxicity, when uptake exceeds detoxification capacity
and via N accumulation.
Its main adverse effect is eutrophication, leading to
species assemblages that are dominated by fastgrowing and tall species. For example, a shift in
dominance from heath species (lichens, mosses) to
grasses is often seen.
As emissions mostly occur at ground level in the rural
environment and NH3 is rapidly deposited, some of
the most acute problems of NH3 deposition are for
small relict nature reserves located in intensive
agricultural landscapes.

Direct toxicity effects of gaseous nitrates are likely to
be important in areas close to the source (e.g.
roadside verges). A critical level of NOx for all
vegetation types has been set to 30 ug/m3.
Deposition of nitrogen compounds (nitrates (NO3),
nitrogen dioxide (NO2) and nitric acid (HNO3))
contributes to the total nitrogen deposition and may
lead to both soil and freshwater acidification.
In addition, NOx contributes to the eutrophication of
soils and water, altering the species composition of
plant communities at the expense of sensitive
species.

Nitrogen
deposition

The pollutants that contribute to the total nitrogen
deposition derive mainly from oxidized (e.g. NOX) or
reduced (e.g. NH3) nitrogen emissions (described
separately above). While oxidized nitrogen mainly
originates from major conurbations or highways,
reduced nitrogen mostly derives from farming practices.
The N pollutants together are a large contributor to
acidification (see above).

All plants require nitrogen compounds to grow, but
too much overall N is regarded as the major driver of
biodiversity change globally.
Species-rich plant communities with high proportions
of slow-growing perennial species and bryophytes
are most at risk from N eutrophication. This is
because many semi-natural plants cannot assimilate
the surplus N as well as many graminoid (grass)
species.
N deposition can also increase the risk of damage
from abiotic factors, e.g. drought and frost.

Ozone
(O3)

A secondary pollutant generated by photochemical
reactions involving NOx, volatile organic compounds
(VOCs) and sunlight. These precursors are mainly
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Source

Effects on habitats and species

released by the combustion of fossil fuels (as discussed
above).

High O3 concentrations are widely documented to
cause damage to vegetation, including visible leaf
damage, reduction in floral biomass, reduction in crop
yield (e.g. cereal grains, tomato, potato), reduction in
the number of flowers, decrease in forest production
and altered species composition in semi-natural plant
communities.

Increasing anthropogenic emissions of ozone
precursors in the UK have led to an increased number
of days when ozone levels rise above 40ppb (‘episodes’
or ‘smog’). Reducing ozone pollution is believed to
require action at international level to reduce levels of
the precursors that form ozone.

The main pollutants of concern for European sites are oxides of nitrogen (NOx), ammonia (NH3) and
sulphur dioxide (SO2) and are summarised in Table 1. Ammonia can have a directly toxic effect upon
vegetation, particularly at close distances to the source such as near road verges 41. NOx can also be
toxic at very high concentrations (far above the annual average critical level) and in the presence of
elevated sulphur dioxide. However, in particular, high levels of NOx and NH3 are likely to increase the
total N deposition to soils, potentially leading to deleterious knock-on effects in resident ecosystems.
Increases in nitrogen deposition from the atmosphere is widely known to enhance soil fertility and to
lead to eutrophication. This often has adverse effects on the community composition and quality of
semi-natural, nitrogen-limited terrestrial and aquatic habitats 42 43.
Sulphur dioxide emissions overwhelmingly derive from power stations and industrial processes that
require the combustion of coal and oil, as well as (particularly on a local scale) shipping 44. Sulphur
dioxide concentrations across the UK are now low. Ammonia emissions originate from agricultural
practices 45, with some chemical processes also making notable contributions. As such, it is unlikely that
material increases in SO2 or NH3 emissions will be associated with the available RLDP. NOx emissions,
however, are dominated by the output of vehicle exhausts (more than half of all emissions). A ‘typical’
housing development will contribute by far the largest portion to its overall NOx footprint (92%) through
the associated road traffic. Other sources, although relevant, are of minor importance (8%) in
comparison 46. Emissions of NOx could therefore be reasonably expected to increase because of a
higher number of vehicles due to implementation of the RLDP.
According to the World Health Organisation, the critical NOx concentration (critical threshold) for the
protection of vegetation is 30 µgm-3; the threshold for sulphur dioxide is 20 µgm-3. In addition, ecological
studies have determined ‘critical loads’ 47 of atmospheric nitrogen deposition (that is, NOx combined
with ammonia NH3).
The Department of Transport’s Transport Analysis Guidance outlines that, beyond 200m, the
contribution of vehicle emissions from the roadside to local pollution levels is not significant (Figure 3
and see 48). This is therefore the distance that has been used throughout this HRA in order to determine
whether European sites are likely to be significantly affected by development outlined in the RLDP.
Exhaust emissions from vehicles are capable of adversely affecting heathland habitats.

41

http://www.apis.ac.uk/overview/pollutants/overview_NOx.htm.
Wolseley, P. A.; James, P. W.; Theobald, M. R.; Sutton, M. A. 2006. Detecting changes in epiphytic lichen communities at
sites affected by atmospheric ammonia from agricultural sources. Lichenologist 38: 161-176
43
Dijk, N. 2011. Dry deposition of ammonia gas drives species change faster than wet deposition of ammonium ions: evidence
from a long-term field manipulation Global Change Biology 17: 3589-3607
44
http://www.apis.ac.uk/overview/pollutants/overview_SO2.htm.
45
Pain, B.F.; Weerden, T.J.; Chambers, B.J.; Phillips, V.R.; Jarvis, S.C. 1998. A new inventory for ammonia emissions from
U.K. agriculture. Atmospheric Environment 32: 309-313
46
Proportions calculated based upon data presented in Dore CJ et al. 2005. UK Emissions of Air Pollutants 1970 – 2003. UK
National Atmospheric Emissions Inventory. http://www.airquality.co.uk/archive/index.php
47
The critical load is the rate of deposition beyond which research indicates that adverse effects can reasonably be expected to
occur
48
http://www.dft.gov.uk/webtag/documents/expert/unit3.3.3.php#013 [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
42
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Figure 3: Traffic contribution to concentrations of pollutants at different distances from a road
(Source: DfT 49)

Screening for LSEs
The following European sites within 15km of Torfaen are sensitive to atmospheric pollution (noting that
no sites are screened in for Appropriate Assessment following discussion in the text below):
•

Usk Bat Sites SAC;

•

Cwm Clydach Woodlands SAC;

•

Wye Valley Woodlands SAC;

•

Severn Estuary SAC;

•

Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar;

•

River Usk SAC;

•

Wye Valley and Forest of Dean Bat Sites SAC;

•

Aberbargoed Grasslands SAC;

•

Sugar Loaf Woodlands SAC;

•

Coed y Cerrig SAC; and

•

Cardiff Beech Woods SAC.

The Usk Bat Sites SAC is primarily designated for its populations of lesser horseshoe bats Rhinolophus
hipposideros. This species’ main habitat is mixed broadleaved and yew woodland. According to APIS
the habitat is sensitive to nitrogen deposition with a critical load set at 10 – 20 kg N/ha/yr. However,
several Annex I habitats, such as degraded raised bogs and blanket bogs are also highly sensitive to
excessive nitrogen input. Although these are not a primary reason for the designation of this site, they
must be considered in the HRA process. For both types of bog habitats, the empirical critical load for
annual nitrogen deposition has been set at 5 – 10 kg N/ha/yr. Meeting these critical load limits is
particularly important because the 3 year average between 2013 and 2015 indicates that the maximum
nitrogen deposition to bog habitats (20.6 kg N/ha/yr) was over twice the upper critical limit for these
habitats (10 kg N/ha/yr).
The Usk Bat Sites SAC is situated in the counties of Blaenau Gwent, Monmouthshire and Powys, to
the north of Torfaen. It lies adjacent to the A465, which is a main route for commuters between
Monmouthshire and Blaenau Gwent. At a traffic count point next to the SAC, the annual average daily
traffic (AADT) in 2018 comprised 18,274 cars, 4,280 light goods vehicles and 1,522 heavy goods
vehicles. A review of 2011 Census data highlights that the largest portion of commuter flow associated
with Torfaen links to the authority of Newport (accounting for 27.1% of the inflow and 40% of the outflow).
49

http://www.dft.gov.uk/ha/standards/dmrb/vol11/section3/ha20707.pdf [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
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In contrast, Monmouthshire (accounting for 16.9% of the inflow and 16.5% of the outflow) and Blaenau
Gwent (12% and 4.7% respectively) are much smaller contributors to commuter traffic. Furthermore,
journeys into and out from these authorities from Torfaen are unlikely to use the A465 past the SAC. It
is therefore considered that there is no realistic pathway linking the traffic arising from the emerging
Torfaen LDP and the Usk Bat Sites SAC. Therefore, the site is screened out from Appropriate
Assessment.
The Cwm Clydach Woodlands SAC is designated for its beech Fagus woodland habitats, which are
generally considered to be sensitive to atmospheric nitrogen deposition. APIS reports a site relevant
critical load for beech forests of 10 – 20 kg N/h/yr. Exceedance impacts potentially include changes in
ground vegetation and mycorrhiza, nutrient shifts and concomitant changes in the soil fauna. However,
the SAC is situated similarly to the Usk Bat Sites SAC adjacent to the A465. Therefore, similar commuter
patterns than those discussed in relation to the Usk Bat Sites SAC are likely to apply. As such, the site
is screened out from Appropriate Assessment.
The Wye Valley Woodlands SAC comprises several qualifying woodland habitats. Its Asperulo-Fagetum
woodland feature has a critical nitrogen load of 10-20 kg N/ha/yr. Its yew woodland feature is also
sensitive to nitrogen deposition 50. Exceedance of the critical load in the Taxus baccata woods feature
would result in changes in soil processes, nutrient imbalance and an altered composition of plant and
mycorrhiza communities. The SAC stretches along the eastern-most part of the adjoining authority of
Monmouthshire, bordering with the English authority of Forest of Dean. As discussed earlier,
Monmouthshire accounts for a considerable portion of the commuter traffic in Torfaen (16.9% of the car
traffic inflow and 16.5% of the outflow). However, even when considering the most likely work place
destinations in Monmouthshire (e.g. Monmouth and Chepstow), any commuter journeys are very
unlikely to involve the A466 or the section of the A40 to the north-east of Monmouth, which are the
busiest roads within 200m of the Wye Valley Woodlands SAC. Given this, it is considered that there is
no realistic impact pathway between the emerging Torfaen RLDP and the SAC. Therefore, this site is
screened out from Appropriate Assessment.
The Severn Estuary SAC is designated for several habitats, including estuaries and Atlantic salt
meadows, both of which are integral to the partly overlapping SPA’s / Ramsar’s bird assemblages and
have a critical nitrogen load of 20-30 kg N/ha/yr, as identified on APIS. The critical load applies for most
of the saltmarsh, but it is noted that the lower level of 20 kg N/ha/yr should be used for the more densely
vegetated upper marsh and areas subjected to direct run-off from adjacent catchments. Exceedance
impacts of the critical load include an increase in late successional species, increased productivity and
an increase in dominance of graminoid species. Given that most commuter journeys from Torfaen are
associated with the authority of Newport, the stretch of the SAC that is most relevant to the emerging
RLDP lies along the southern portion of the authority. However, there are few likely employment
destinations that would involve driving along the SAC. Furthermore, no major roads that are likely to be
significant journey-to-work routes for Torfaen residents lie within 200m of the Severn Estuary SAC.
Given that there is no realistic impact pathway linking to the emerging Torfaen RLDP, the site is
screened out from Appropriate Assessment.
While the qualifying features of the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar are not directly susceptible to
atmospheric nitrogen deposition, the prey species and habitats that these waterbirds rely on might be
affected by significant changes in the concentrations of atmospheric pollutants. Most of the birds feed
on invertebrates in the littoral sediment and this habitat has a critical nitrogen load of 20-30 kg N/ha/yr.
This denotes a relatively low sensitivity, but a review of evidence in APIS highlights that the current
maximum deposition rate (22.5 kg N/ha/yr) does exceed the minimum critical load. The littoral
sediments also comprise the saltmarsh, which is also one of the SAC’s features that are sensitive to
atmospheric pollution. It also needs to be considered that invertebrates, the birds’ primary food source,
are sensitive to acidification. However, acidification of the marine environment is primarily associated
with shipping and air traffic, rather than car usage. The Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar in the southern
part of Newport overlaps with the Severn Estuary SAC, and a similar stance regarding Likely Significant

50

APIS provides a coniferous woodland range of 5-15 kgN/ha/yr. However, this range is derived from research into northern pine
and spruce forests and the lowest part of the load range (5 kgN/ha/yr) is driven by the lichen and bryophyte interest of those
forests which are quite different from lichen poor yew woodland present at this SAC. A minimum critical load of 10kgN/ha/yr is
considered most appropriate for this SAC.
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Effects is therefore taken. Given that there is no realistic impact pathway linking to the emerging Torfaen
RLDP, the site is screened out from Appropriate Assessment.
The River Usk SAC is a riverine system of plain to montane levels, which supports a range of fish, such
as several lamprey species, migratory salmon and otters. The survival of these species is tightly linked
to the maintenance of the integrity of the river. Freshwater habitats are typically regarded as being
primarily phosphate limited, with lesser regard being given to nitrogen input. The River Usk
Management Catchment Plan summarises a variety of measures implemented to preserve the integrity
of the SAC 51 and explicitly refers to reducing the deposition of nitrogen deriving from atmospheric
pollution. The River Usk SAC, at various points, lies within 200m of commuting routes likely to be linked
with the Torfaen RLDP, such as the A4042 connecting Cwmbran to Newport and the A4042 connecting
Pontypool to Monmouthshire. However, the document ‘Delivering the Nutrient Management Plan’ on
the Wye-Usk Foundation website indicates the focus on nutrient control in these catchments remains
phosphate, which does not come from the atmosphere. Moreover, there are no atmospheric nitrogen
critical loads available to use in assessments for riverine European sites. As such, the River Usk SAC
is screened out from Appropriate Assessment regarding atmospheric pollution.
The qualifying features of the Wye Valley and Forest of Dean Bat Sites SAC, namely the lesser and
greater horseshoe bat, are not directly sensitive to atmospheric nitrogen deposition. The species’ broad
habitat is broadleaved, mixed and yew woodland, which has an empirical critical nitrogen load of 10-20
kg N/ha/yr. However, exceeding the critical load primarily would lead to relatively nuanced changes in
the habitat, such as changes in soil processes, nutrient levels and ground vegetation. Any atmospheric
pollution impact would not be expected to result in a material effect on the viability of the bat population,
the abundance of their invertebrate prey species or the availability of potential roost sites. The bats
predominantly rely on trees with sufficient cracks and fissures that have a high potential as roosting or
hibernation sites, and it is unlikely that atmospheric pollution would affect this potential. It is therefore
concluded that the Torfaen RLDP will not result in LSEs on the Wye Valley and Forest of Dean Bat Sites
SAC regarding the impact pathway atmospheric pollution. Therefore, the site is screened out from
Appropriate Assessment.
The Aberbargoed Grasslands SAC is designated for its Molinia meadows on calcareous, peaty or
clayey-silt laden soils, which are identified on APIS as being sensitive to atmospheric nitrogen
deposition. Here, a critical load of 15 – 25 kg N/ha/yr for these meadows is listed. However, the Core
Management Plan published by Natural Resources Wales does not identify atmospheric pollution as a
key management measure for the SAC. The closest significant road within 200m of the SAC is the
A4049. However, the AADT at the closest manual count point only amounts to 5,913. A closer
investigation of data available on APIS highlights that, while the total nitrogen deposition to the site is
very high, the NOx concentrations are relatively low (12.41 ug/m3). This indicates that much of the
nitrogen input is likely to come from agricultural sources. To make an assessment the likely sources
and destinations for commuter journeys in Caerphilly (the authority in which the SAC lies) were also
investigated. However, none of the main residential or employment centres (e.g. Tredegar,
Aberbargoed, Ystrad and Caerphilly) would involve using the A4049, which runs within 200m of the
grasslands near Aberbargoed. Given that there is no likely connection between traffic resulting from the
emerging Torfaen RLDP and the SAC, the site is screened out from Appropriate Assessment.
The Sugar Loaf Woodlands SAC is designated for its old sessile oak woods, which have an empirical
critical load of 10 – 15 kg N/ha/yr as outlined on APIS. Exceedance of this threshold would result in a
decrease in mycorrhiza, loss of epiphytic lichens and bryophytes, and more general changes to the
ground vegetation. However, the site is located further than 200m away from the nearest major roads.
For example, it lies approx. 885m from the A40 and 1.1km from the A465. As such this SAC can be
screened out and will not require Appropriate Assessment.
The Coed y Cerrig SAC is designated for its alluvial forests with Alnus glutinosa and Fraxinus excelsior,
which are sensitive to some atmospheric pollutants. APIS highlights that the SAC is not sensitive to
total atmospheric nitrogen deposition or nitrogen oxides. However, due to the presence of lichens and
bryophytes, the site is sensitive to ammonia deposition at a critical level of 1 ug NH3/m3. While a
significant portion of ammonia is likely to derive from agricultural sources, some of it could derive from
traffic sources. However, the closest major road (the A465) lies approx. 2.8km to the east of the SAC
51

Page 12 of the document at https://naturalresources.wales/media/3214/usk-management-catchment.pdf. [Accessed on the
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and therefore lies well beyond the screening distance for atmospheric pollution. The Coed y Cerrig SAC
is therefore screened out from Appropriate Assessment.
The Cardiff Beech Woods SAC is sensitive to atmospheric pollution due to its Asperulo-Fagetum beech
forest (critical nitrogen load of 10-20 kg N/ha/yr) and its Tilio-Acerion forests of slopes, screes and
ravines (critical nitrogen load of 15-20 kg N/ha/yr). The SAC is situated in the northern area of the
authority of Cardiff, which does not adjoin Torfaen. However, Cardiff is in the top five list of authorities
contributing to the inflow (9.7%) and outflow (12.9%) of commuter traffic into and from Torfaen. However,
residents commuting from and to Cwmbran (the area with the largest allocated residential and
employment growth) are unlikely to use the A470, which runs within 10m from the SAC. Instead the
fastest and only advertised route on google maps between the two settlements involves the M4 and the
A48. Therefore, the emerging Torfaen RLDP is unlikely to increase the traffic within 200m from the
Cardiff Beech Woods SAC and the site is screened out from Appropriate Assessment.
The following policies of the RLDP have been screened in for Appropriate Assessment because they
allocate residential dwellings, likely leading to increased recreational pressure in and therefore LSEs
on several European sites:
•

Strategic Policy S1: Strategic Sustainable Growth (Provision for 5,600 gross (4,800 net) new
dwellings and 50ha of employment land)

•

Strategic Policy S2: Spatial Distribution of Development (Stipulates in which settlements in
Torfaen development will be prioritised)

•

Strategic Policy S3: Strategic Sites (Identifies Strategic Sites to deliver the LDP strategy,
namely Pontypool and Cwmbran))

•

Strategic Policy S8: Delivery of Homes (Provision for a minimum number of 4,800 new homes
with a 15% buffer, totalling 5,600 new dwellings)

•

Strategic Policy S9: Gypsy and Traveller Accommodation (Provision for any unmet residential
need of gypsies and travellers)

•

Strategic Policy S12: Employment Land Strategy (Provision for a minimum of 50ha of
employment land within Torfaen)

Background to Recreational Pressure
There is growing concern about the cumulative impacts of recreation on key nature conservation sites
in the UK, as most sites must fulfill conservation objectives while also providing recreational opportunity.
HRAs of Local Plans tend to focus on recreational pressure arising from a net increase in residents 52.
Generally, recreational use of a European site has the potential to:
•

Cause disturbance to wildlife species, particularly overwintering waterfowl and wader
species

•

Cause damage through direct trampling damage (for example to root systems of ancient
trees), erosion and habitat fragmentation;

•

Cause eutrophication through recreation, such as through dog fouling; and

•

Prevent appropriate management or exacerbate existing management difficulties;

The sensitivity of European sites to
range of species have shown that
emphasised that recreational use is
level of physical disturbance (that

different types of recreational pressure varies. Studies across a
the effects from recreation can be complex. It also should be
not necessarily damaging. For example, in heathlands a certain
is not continuous in nature) is considered beneficial, as this
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The RTPI report ‘Planning for an Ageing Population‘(2004) which states that ‘From being a marginalised group in society, the
elderly are now a force to be reckoned with and increasingly seen as a market to be wooed by the leisure and tourist industries.
There are more of them and generally they have more time and more money.’ It also states that ‘Participation in most physical
activities shows a significant decline after the age of 50. The exceptions to this are walking, golf, bowls and sailing, where
participation rates hold up well into the 70s’.
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contributes to the maintenance of the overall habitat diversity and the maintenance of bare ground, the
habitat feature that may harbour some of the rarest heathland species 53. However, in practice, a benign
level of disturbance is not quantifiable and is likely to be confined to within narrow limits. Once the
optimum recreational pressure is exceeded, negative impacts of recreation are to be expected.
Some of the most prominent examples of recreational pressure relevant to the European sites
surrounding Torfaen, namely disturbance to sensitive overwintering bird species, trampling damage,
erosion and nutrient enrichment, are discussed below.

Disturbance of overwintering waterfowl and waders (September – March)
Human activity can affect birds either directly (e.g. by causing them to flee) or indirectly (e.g. by
damaging their habitat or reducing their fitness in less obvious ways e.g. stress). The most obvious
direct effect is that of immediate mortality such as death by shooting, but human activity can also lead
to much more subtle behavioural (e.g. alterations in feeding behaviour, avoidance of certain areas and
use of sub optimal areas etc.) and physiological changes (e.g. an increase in heart rate). While these
are less noticeable, they might result in major population-level changes by altering the balance between
immigration/birth and emigration/death 54.
Concern regarding the effects of disturbance on birds stems from the fact that they are expending
energy unnecessarily and the time they spend responding to disturbance is time that is not spent
feeding 55. Disturbance therefore risks increasing energetic expenditure of birds while reducing their
energetic intake, which can adversely affect the ‘condition’ and ultimately survival of the birds.
Additionally, displacement of birds from one feeding site to others can increase the pressure on the
resources available within the remaining sites, as they then must sustain a greater number of birds 56.
Moreover, the more time a breeding bird spends disturbed from its nest, the more its eggs are likely to
cool and the more vulnerable they, or any nestlings, are to predators. Multiple research reports have
provided compelling links between changes in housing and access levels and impacts on different bird
species in European protected sites 57 58.
Evidence in the literature suggests that the magnitude of disturbance clearly differs between different
types of recreational activities. For example, dog walking leads to a significantly higher reduction in bird
diversity and abundance than hiking 59. Scientific evidence also suggests that key disturbance
parameters, such as areas of influence and flush distance, are significantly greater for dog walkers than
hikers 60. A UK meta-analysis suggests that important spatial (e.g. the area of a site potentially
influenced) and temporal (e.g. how often or long an activity is carried out) parameters differ between
recreational activities, suggesting that activity type is a factor that should be taken into account by
HRAs 61.
There is also likely to be a temporal element to disturbance, creating different disturbance patterns in
summer and winter. It can be generally assumed that there are fewer recreational users in winter and
that disturbance at a population level may be reduced, because birds are not breeding. However,
recreational disturbance in winter may still have negative impacts, because birds face seasonal food
shortages and are likely to be susceptible to any nutritional loss. Therefore, the abandonment of suitable
feeding areas due to disturbance can have serious consequences for their ability to find suitable
alternative feeding sites.

53

Key R. 2000. Bare ground and the conservation of invertebrates. British Wildlife 11: 183-192.
Riley, J. 2003. Review of Recreational Disturbance Research on Selected Wildlife in Scotland. Scottish Natural Heritage.
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Riddington, R. et al. 1996. The impact of disturbance on the behaviour and energy budgets of Brent geese. Bird Study
43:269-279
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Gill, J.A., Sutherland, W.J. & Norris, K. 1998. The consequences of human disturbance for estuarine birds. RSPB
Conservation Review 12: 67-72
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Liley D, Clarke R.T., Mallord J.W., Bullock J.M. 2006a. The effect of urban development and human disturbance on the
distribution and abundance of nightjars on the Thames Basin and Dorset Heaths. Natural England / Footprint Ecology.
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Liley D., Clarke R.T., Underhill-Day J., Tyldesley D.T. 2006b. Evidence to support the appropriate Assessment of
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Banks P.B., Bryant J.Y. 2007. Four-legged friend or foe? Dog walking displaces native birds from natural areas. Biology
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Miller S.G., Knight R.L., Miller C.K. 2001. Wildlife responses to pedestrians and dogs. 29: 124-132.
61
Weitowitz D., Panter C., Hoskin R., Liley D. The spatio-temporal footprint of key recreation activities in European protected
sites. Manuscript in preparation.
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Scientific evidence of disturbance to waterfowl and waders is now widely available. For example, Tuite
et al 62 used a large (379 sites), long-term (10-year) dataset (September – March species counts) to
correlate seasonal changes in wildfowl abundance with the presence of various recreational activities.
They determined that the shoveler was one of the most sensitive species to recreational activities, such
as sailing/windsurfing and rowing. Studies on recreation in the Solent have established that human
leisure activities cause direct disturbance to wintering waterfowl populations 63 64.
A recent study on recreational disturbance on the Humber 65 assesses different types of noise
disturbance on waterfowl referring to studies relating to aircraft (see Drewitt 1999 66), traffic (Reijnen,
Foppen, & Veenbaas 1997) 67, dogs (Lord, Waas, & Innes 1997 68; Banks & Bryant 2007 69) and
machinery (Delaney et al. 1999; Tempel & Gutierrez 2003). These studies identified that there is still
relatively little work on the effects of different types of water-based craft and the impacts from jet skis,
kite surfers, windsurfers etc. (see Kirby et al. 2004 70 for a review). Some types of disturbance are clearly
likely to invoke different responses. In very general terms, both distance from the source of disturbance
and the scale of the disturbance (noise level, group size) will both influence the response (Delaney et
al. 1999 71; Beale & Monaghan 2005 72). On UK estuaries and coastal sites, a review of WeBS data
showed that, among the volunteer WeBS surveyors, driving of motor vehicles and shooting were the
two activities most perceived to cause disturbance (Robinson & Pollitt 2002) 73.
A study in the Solent monitored bird disturbance across 20 different locations between December 2009
and February 2010 74. This involved recording all recreational activities and relating these to behavioural
responses of birds in pre-defined focal areas of intertidal habitat. The study recorded a total of 2,507
potential disturbance events, generating 4,064 species-specific behaviours. Roughly 20% of recorded
events resulted in disturbance of waterfowl, including behaviours such as becoming alert, walking /
swimming away, short flights (< 50m) or major flights. Generally, the likelihood of disturbance decreased
with increasing distance to the disturbance stimulus (i.e. the recreational activity being undertaken).
Importantly, the study also illustrated that recreational activities in the intertidal zone have the highest
disturbance potential (41% of recorded events resulted in disturbance), followed by water-based
activities (25%) and shore-based activities (12%).
The specific distance at which a species takes flight when disturbed is known as the ‘tolerance distance’
(also called the ‘escape distance’) and greatly differs between species. The tolerance distances of the
study carried out for the Bird Aware project are summarised in Table 2. It is reasonable to assume from
this evidence that disturbance is unlikely to be relevant at distances of beyond 200m. The data show
that the sensitivity to disturbance differs between species, but that the intra-specific variation in
response to disturbance is equally important. It was also examined how disturbance to different
recreational activities varies between species, but for most species the number of recorded events was
not enough for comparison (except for brent goose, oystercatcher and redshank). The results suggest
that species might respond to recreational activities differently. For example, brent geese responded to
dog walkers much further away than oystercatcher and redshank. It is noted that while these data have
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some preliminary results. Wader Study Group Bulletin, 68, 53-58.
71
Delaney, D.K., Grubb, T.G., Beier, P., Pater, L.L.M. & Reiser, H. (1999) Effects of Helicopter Noise on Mexican Spotted
Owls. The Journal of Wildlife Management, 63, 60-76.
72
Beale, C.M. & Monaghan, P. (2005) Modeling the Effects of Limiting the Number of Visitors on Failure Rates of Seabird
Nests. Conservation Biology, 19, 2015-2019.
73
Robinson, J.A. & Pollitt, M.S. (2002) Sources and extent of human disturbance to waterbirds in the UK: an analysis of
Wetland Bird Survey data, 1995/96 to 1998/99: Less than 32% of counters record disturbance at their site, with differences in
causes between coastal and inland sites. Bird Study, 49, 205.
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Fieldwork 2009/10. Report by Footprint Ecology for the Solent Forum.
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been collected in relation to the Solent, similar tolerance distances might apply to species in the Severn
Estuary SPA / Ramsar.
Table 2: Tolerance distances in metres of 16 species of waterfowl to various forms of recreational
disturbance, as found in recent disturbance fieldwork 75. The distances are provided both as a median and
a range.
Species

Disturbance Distance (metres from stimulus)

Activity

Median

Range

Cycling

Dog
walking

Jogging

Walking

Brent goose

51.5

5 - 178

100

95

30

50

Oystercatcher

46

10 - 200

150

45

Redshank

44.5

75 - 150

125

50

Curlew

75

25 - 200

Turnstone

50

5 - 100

Coot

12

10 - 20

Mute swan

12

8 - 50

Grey plover

75

30 - 125

Little egret

75

30 - 200

Wigeon

75.5

20 - 125

Dunlin

75

25 - 300

Shelduck

77.5

50 - 140

Great-crested grebe

100

50 - 100

Lapwing

75

18 - 125

Teal

60

35 - 200

Mallard

25

10 - 50

50
40
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Trampling damage, erosion and nutrient enrichment
Most terrestrial habitats, especially grassland, heathland and woodland, can be affected by trampling
and other mechanical damage, which in turn causes soil compaction and erosion. Some of the following
studies have investigated the negative impacts of trampling, associated with different recreational
activities:
•

Wilson & Seney) 76 examined the degree of track erosion caused by hikers, motorcycles,
horses and cyclists from 108 plots along tracks in the Gallatin National Forest, Montana.
Although the results proved difficult to interpret, it was concluded that horses and hikers
disturbed more sediment on wet tracks, and therefore caused more erosion, than
motorcycles and bicycles.

•

Cole et al 77 conducted experimental off-track trampling in 18 closed forest, dwarf scrub
and meadow & grassland communities (each tramped between 0 – 500 times) over five
mountain regions in the US. Vegetation cover was assessed two weeks and one year
after trampling, and an inverse relationship with trampling intensity was discovered,
although this relationship was weaker after one year than two weeks indicating some
recovery of the vegetation. Differences in plant morphological characteristics were found
to explain more variation in response between different vegetation types than soil and
topographic factors. Low-growing, mat-forming grasses regained their cover best after
two weeks and were considered most resistant to trampling, while tall forbs (non-woody

75

Ibid.
Wilson, J.P. & J.P. Seney. 1994. Erosional impact of hikers, horses, motorcycles and off road bicycles on mountain trails in
Montana. Mountain Research and Development 14:77-88
77 Cole, D.N. 1995a. Experimental trampling of vegetation. I. Relationship between trampling intensity and vegetation response.
Journal of Applied Ecology 32: 203-214
Cole, D.N. 1995b. Experimental trampling of vegetation. II. Predictors of resistance and resilience. Journal of Applied Ecology
32: 215-224
76
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vascular plants other than grasses, sedges, rushes and ferns) were considered least
resistant. The cover of hemicryptophytes and geophytes (plants with buds below the soil
surface) was heavily reduced after two weeks but had recovered well after one year and
as such these were considered most resilient to trampling. Chamaephytes (plants with
buds above the soil surface) were least resilient to trampling. It was concluded that these
would be the least tolerant of a regular cycle of disturbance.
•

Cole 78 conducted a follow-up study (in 4 vegetation types) in which shoe type (trainers
or walking boots) and trampler weight were varied. Although immediate damage was
greater with walking boots, there was no significant difference after one year. Heavier
tramplers caused a greater reduction in vegetation height than lighter tramplers, but there
was no difference in the effect on cover.

•

Cole & Spildie 79 experimentally compared the effects of off-track trampling by hiker and
horse (at two intensities – 25 and 150 passes) in two woodland vegetation types (one
with an erect forb understorey and one with a low shrub understorey). Horse trampling
was found to cause the largest reduction in vegetation cover. The forb-dominated
vegetation suffered greatest disturbance but recovered rapidly. Generally, it was shown
that higher trampling intensities caused more disturbance.

•

In heathland sites, trampling damage can also affect the value of a site to wildlife. For
example, heavy use of sandy tracks loosens and continuously disturbs sand particles,
reducing the habitat’s suitability for invertebrates 80. Species that burrow into flat surfaces
such as the centres of paths, are likely to be particularly vulnerable, as the loose
sediment can no longer maintain their burrow. In some instances, nature conservation
bodies and local authorities resort to hardening paths to prevent further erosion.
However, this is concomitant with the loss of habitat used by wildlife, such as sand lizards
and burrowing invertebrates.

Some of the European sites relevant to the Torfaen RLDP are likely to be affected by more specialized
recreational activities, which are carried out less frequently than more popular activities (e.g. walking,
dog walking, exercising). These niche activities might include canoeing and fishing. However, due to
their disproportionate impact these activities nevertheless require consideration. For example,
canoeists might affect wildlife and their habitats throughout long stretches of rivers, including
disturbance to gravel bars, the macrophyte community and species that live along the rivers, such as
otter. Recreational fishing, not a mainstream recreational activity, is known to have contributed to the
global fish stock crisis. It is estimated that recreational fishing around the world contributes approx. 12%
to the global annual fish harvest 81. Furthermore, a global meta-analysis showed that fishing, both
recreational and commercial, affects not only the population abundance of the target species but also
leads to knock-on effects in the wider food web. 82.
A major concern for nutrient-poor terrestrial habitats (e.g. heathlands, bogs and fens) is nutrient
enrichment associated through dog fouling, which has been addressed in various reviews (e.g. 83). It is
estimated that dogs will defecate within 10 minutes of starting a walk and therefore most nutrient
enrichment arising from dog faeces will occur within 400m of a site entrance. In contrast, dogs will
urinate at frequent intervals during a walk, resulting in a more spread out distribution of urine. For
example, in Burnham Beeches National Nature Reserve it is estimated that 30,000 litres of urine and
60 tonnes of dog faeces are deposited annually 84. While there is little information on the chemical
78 Cole, D.N. 1995c. Recreational trampling experiments: effects of trampler weight and shoe type. Research Note INT-RN425. U.S. Forest Service, Intermountain Research Station, Utah.
79 Cole, D.N., Spildie, D.R. 1998. Hiker, horse and llama trampling effects on native vegetation in Montana, USA. Journal of
Environmental Management 53: 61-71
80
Taylor K., Anderson P., Liley D. & Underhill-Day J.C. 2006. Promoting positive access management to sites of nature
conservation value: A guide to good practice. English Nature / Countryside Agency, Peterborough and Cheltenham.
81
Cooke S.J. & Cowx I.G. 2004. The role of recreational fishing in global fish crises. BioScience 54: 857-859.
82
Blaber S.J.M., Cyrus D.P., Albaret J.-J., Ching C.V., Day J.W., Elliott M., Fonseca M.S., Hoss D.E., Orensanz J., Potter I.C.,
Silvert W. 2000. Effects of fishing on the structure and functioning of estuarine and nearshore ecosystems. ICES Journal of
Marine Science 57: 590-602.
83
Taylor K., Anderson P., Taylor R.P., Longden K. & Fisher P. 2005. Dogs, access and nature conservation. English Nature
Research Report, Peterborough.
84
Barnard A. 2003. Getting the facts – Dog walking and visitor number surveys at Burnham Beeches and their implications for
the management process. Countryside Recreation 11:16-19.
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constituents of dog faeces, nitrogen is one of the main components 85. Nutrient levels are the major
determinant of plant community composition and the effect of dog defecation in sensitive habitats (e.g.
heathland) is comparable to a high-level application of fertiliser, potentially resulting in the shift to plant
communities that are more typical for improved grasslands.

Screening for LSEs
The following European sites within 15km of Torfaen are sensitive to recreational pressure (the sites
that are screened in for Appropriate Assessment following discussion in the text are marked in bold):
•

Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar;

•

Severn Estuary SAC;

•

Usk Bat Sites SAC;

•

River Usk SAC;

•

Cwm Clydach Woodlands SAC;

•

Wye Valley and Forest of Dean Bat Sites SAC;

•

Sugar Loaf Woodlands SAC;

•

Aberbargoed Grasslands SAC;

•

Coed y Cerrig SAC; and

•

Cardiff Beech Woods SAC.

The qualifying waterfowl and wader assemblage in the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar is sensitive to
recreational disturbance through activities on land (e.g. dog walking), in the intertidal zone (e.g. bait
digging) and on the water (e.g. different forms of watersports). Disturbance of birds in feeding and
roosting areas is likely to result in their displacement and, potentially, in the decline of the SPA’s /
Ramsar’s qualifying population. As highlighted in the site’s Core Management Plan, human disturbance
might result in reduced food intake and / or increased energy expenditure by the birds, with the potential
for reducing the long-term viability of the population. The closest point of the SPA is approx. 7km from
Torfaen’s boundary, which is beyond the typical recreational catchment of European sites (usually
around 5km). However, some coastal and estuarine sites have a particularly strong draw and a large
recreational catchment (up to 10km). Furthermore, for this part of Wales the SPA / Ramsar is likely to
represent a honeypot site, attracting visitors from relatively long distances. Likely Significant Effects of
the emerging Torfaen RLDP on the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar cannot be excluded. As a
precautionary measure the site is screened in for Appropriate Assessment.
The Severn Estuary SAC is designated for several habitats, which provide the basal support for
qualifying species of the SPA / Ramsar. As such, the impact pathways of these European sites should
not be viewed in isolation. Several habitats are especially sensitive to trampling damage and abrasion
associated with recreational activities, such as the Atlantic salt meadows. Saltmarsh is highly vulnerable
to terrestrial and water-based activities, including erosion arising from tyres of off-road vehicles and the
wash resulting from boating / shipping. Similarly, sandflat and mudflat habitats are sensitive to both
land- and water-based activities, such as boating, anchoring, bait digging and trampling. Given that the
Severn Estuary SAC in southern Newport overlaps with the SPA / Ramsar, the same distance (7km) to
Torfaen and likelihood of being visited applies to the SAC. Therefore, the Torfaen RLDP may result in
Likely Significant Effects on the Severn Estuary SAC regarding recreational pressure and the site is
therefore screened in for Appropriate Assessment.
The lesser horseshoe bat population in the Usk Bat Sites SAC are also sensitive to recreational
disturbance. As identified in the Core Management Plan for the site, internal disturbance to the maternity
roost and the hibernation sites is likely to be a major stressor for the bats. However, the habitat features
that the bats are associated with are classified as ‘Caves not open to the public’. This means that human
85

Taylor K., Anderson P., Liley D. & Underhill-Day J.C. 2006. Promoting positive access management to sites of nature
conservation value: A guide to good practice. English Nature / Countryside Agency, Peterborough and Cheltenham.
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disturbance to bats is kept to a minimum by restricting public access to their roost sites. However, while
some caves (e.g. Agen Allwedd) are gated to prevent public access, this is not the case for all caves.
The Usk Bat Sites SAC also supports other habitats that are sensitive to recreational impacts, including
its calcareous slopes with chasmophytic vegetation and its dry heathland elements. For example, rock
climbing is an identified recreational activity causing disturbance to the plants and substrate of slopes.
Heavy trampling damage might lead to erosion and result in bare ground, damaging the heathland
habitats. While both caving and climbing are relatively sporadic recreational activities (in comparison to
for example dog walking), the impact of individuals engaging in these activities might be
disproportionately high. The closest component part of the SAC comprising such vulnerable habitat
features is the Mynydd Llangatwg SSSI, which lies only approx. 1.4km from the boundary of Torfaen
and therefore well within the typical core recreational catchments for European sites. Therefore, despite
it unlikely being a major destination for new Torfaen residents, the Usk Bat Sites SAC is screened in for
Appropriate Assessment as a precautionary measure.
The River Usk SAC is primarily designated for its anadromous fish species, including Atlantic salmon
Salmo salar, twaite shad Alosa fallax and allis shad Alosa alosa. Generally, it is the adults travelling up
the river to the spawning grounds, which are highly sensitive to negative impacts of recreational fishing.
The Core Management Plan for the SAC 86 identifies that both recreational and commercial fishing are
threatening shad populations. These species are fished in large numbers and recreational fishing has
been identified as one of the main reasons for their population declines. Relating to Atlantic salmon a
seasonal catch restriction is already imposed by Natural Resources Wales, which require that all salmon
caught before the 16th of June is released back to the water to protect fish stocks 87. However, given that
exploitation of shad is currently unregulated, the River Usk SAC is screened in for Appropriate
Assessment.
The Cwm Clydach Woodlands SAC is not considered to be particularly sensitive to recreational
pressure. The ground vegetation beneath the beech woodland canopy is relatively sparse and the
negative impacts of trampling are therefore likely to be limited. However, other disturbance effects have
been identified, particularly fly-tipping of domestic and recreational waste along roadsides leading
through the SAC. However, the barriers that have been installed, have been successful in reducing the
incidence of fly-tipping. Provided that these barriers are maintained, it is considered that the Torfaen
RLDP will not result in Likely Significant Effects on the Cwm Clydach Woodlands SAC. Therefore, the
site is screened out from Appropriate Assessment.
The lesser and greater horseshoe bat populations in the Wye Valley and Forest of Dean Bat Sites SAC
are sensitive to recreational disturbance, especially during hibernation when any human presence might
cause the bats to wake up and burn valuable fat reserves. However, the closest component part of this
composite site lies approx. 13.1km from the boundary of Torfaen. This is relatively far beyond the core
recreational catchment of most high-profile destinations, many of them large coastal and estuarine sites.
The small individual component sites of the SAC are not expected to exert a similar draw on visitors.
Compared to the Usk Bat Sites SAC, the Wye Valley and Forest of Dean Bat Sites SAC is not part of
any overarching National Park designation, which would be an additional incentive for visiting. Finally,
access to the SAC is tightly regulated by Natural England and Natural Resources Wales (maintain the
grille system that prevents access to some of the sites), the Royal Forest of Dean Caving Club (provides
public education relating to the geology and ecology of the caves) and the Forest of Dean Cave
Conservation and Access Group (operates a permit system for cavers). Overall, it is concluded that
there will be no Likely Significant Effects of the Torfaen RLDP on the SAC regarding recreational
pressure. The site is therefore screened out from Appropriate Assessment.
The Sugar Loaf Woodlands SAC, particularly its veteran trees within the old sessile oak woods with Ilex
and Blechnum habitat component, is potentially sensitive to recreation. The SAC lies approx. 6km to
the north-east of Torfaen in Monmouthshire. This is beyond the typical core recreational catchment for
woodland sites, indicating that it is unlikely to be a major destination for new Torfaen residents.
Additionally, most residential development is allocated in the south of Torfaen (particularly Cwmbran),
from where the travel distance to the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar and SAC is much shorter.
Furthermore, Natural Resources Wales’ Core Management Plan does not refer to recreational pressure

86
87

https://naturalresources.wales/media/673384/River_Usk%20SAC%20core%20plan.pdf [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
https://naturalresources.wales/days-out/things-to-do/fishing/?lang=en [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
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as a potential management requirement for the site (see 88). Therefore, it is concluded that the emerging
Torfaen RLDP will have no Likely Significant Effects on the Sugar Loaf Woodlands SAC. The site is
screened out from Appropriate Assessment.
The Aberbargoed Grasslands SAC, designated for its Molinia meadows, is not considered vulnerable
to recreational pressure due to their robust tussock structure. Said structure also makes these
grasslands difficult to traverse such that they are not generally popular for recreation. However, in the
past anti-social behaviours such as off-roading and burning have occurred on the grasslands. However,
in 2005 Caerphilly Council were successful in obtaining Heritage Lottery funding to establish a
conservation officer role for the site. In combination with a programme for education and establishing a
newsletter for ongoing conservation activities within the site, this has improved the anti-social
behaviours. Furthermore, the SAC lies 6.3km to the west of Torfaen, which is beyond the core
recreational catchments of grassland sites of a similar size. Overall, it is concluded that the emerging
RLDP will not result in Likely Significant Effects on the SAC. The site is screened out from Appropriate
Assessment.
The Coed y Cerrig SAC comprises alluvial forests in a valley bottom and is known to be fairly popular
for recreation. For example, the Coed-y-Cerrig National Nature Reserve is advertised as a place to visit
on the Brecon Beacons National Park website 89. The Core Management Plan for the SAC highlights
that recreational access has the potential to result in significant trampling damage to the site. However,
the SAC has a circular boardwalk in place to absorb the visitor footfall and discourage visitors from
leaving the provided paths. Due to the ground being generally wet, most visitors stick to the boardwalks
provided. Furthermore, the SAC lies 10.8km from Torfaen and residents from the authority are therefore
unlikely to materially contribute to the recreational footprint within the site. Given this, Likely Significant
Effects can be excluded and the Coed y Cerrig SAC is screened out from Appropriate Assessment.
The Cardiff Beech Woods SAC is designated for its Asperulo-Fagetum beech forest and its Tlio-Acerion
forest of slopes, screes and ravines. Both these habitats are sensitive to recreational pressure,
particularly deriving from trampling damage to the root systems of the trees and path widening /
encroachment into the surrounding habitats. The Core Management Plan for the SAC 90 published by
Natural Resources Wales indicates that the woodlands, especially Fforestganol a Chwm Nofydd (the
SSSI component of the SAC closest to Torfaen), are subject to heavy recreational pressure and are
managed for this purpose. However, the closest part of the SAC lies 12.6km to the south-west of
Torfaen, which is far beyond typical recreational catchments for European woodland sites. Therefore, it
is concluded that there will be no Likely Significant Effects of the emerging Torfaen RLDP on the Cardiff
Beech Woods SAC and the site is screened out from Appropriate Assessment.
The following policies of the RLDP have been screened in for Appropriate Assessment because they
allocate residential dwellings, likely leading to increased recreational pressure in and therefore LSEs
on several European sites:
•

Strategic Policy S1: Strategic Sustainable Growth ((Provision for 5,600 gross (4,800 net) new
dwellings and 50ha of employment land)

•

Strategic Policy S2: Spatial Distribution of Development (Stipulates in which settlements in
Torfaen development will be prioritised)

•

Strategic Policy S3: Strategic Sites (Identifies Strategic Sites to deliver the LDP strategy,
namely Pontypool and Cwmbran))

•

Strategic Policy S8: Delivery of Homes (Provision for a minimum number of 4,800 new homes
with a 15% buffer, totalling 5,600 new dwellings)

•

Strategic Policy S9: Gypsy and Traveller Accommodation (Provision for any unmet residential
need of gypsies and travellers)

88

https://naturalresources.wales/media/674063/Sugar_Loaf_Woodlands_core_management_plan_Mar_2008%20_A_.pdf
[Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
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http://www.breconbeacons.org/coed-y-cerrig [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
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Background to Loss of Functionally Linked Land
While most European sites have been geographically defined to encompass the key features that are
necessary for coherence of their structure and function, and the support of their qualifying features, this
is not always the case. A diverse array of qualifying species including birds, bats and amphibians are
not confined to the boundary of designated sites.
For example, the highly mobile nature of both wildfowl and heathland birds implies that areas of habitat
of crucial importance to the maintenance of their populations are outside the physical limits of European
sites. Despite not being designated, this area is still integral to the maintenance of the structure and
function of the interest feature on the designated site and, therefore, land use plans that may affect
such areas should be subject to further assessment. Examples of other mobile qualifying species are
great-crested newts and bats. The latter animal group is known to travel considerable distances from
their roots to feeding sites. For example, in a 2001 study, female adult Bechstein’s bats regularly
undertook commuting distances of up to 1km 91. However, it is known that bat home ranges can be
between 1-1.5km, with some individuals ranging up to 2.5km distance. Both spring migrations or regular
foraging trips might take these species beyond the designated site boundary.
There is now an abundance of authoritative examples of HRA cases on plans affecting bird populations,
where the potential importance of functionally linked land is recognised 92. For example, bird surveys in
relation to a previous HRA established that approximately 25% of the golden plover population in the
Somerset Levels and Moors SPA were affected while on functionally linked land, and this required the
inclusion of mitigation measures in the relevant plan policy wording. Another important case study
originates from the Mersey Estuary SPA / Ramsar, where adjacently located functionally linked land had
a peak survey count of 108% of the 5 year mean peak population of golden plover. Similar to the above
example, this led to considerable amendments in the planning proposal to ensure that the site integrity
was not adversely affected.
Generally, the identification of an area as functionally linked land is now a relatively straightforward
process provided the available data exist. However, the importance of non-designated land parcels may
not be apparent and require the analysis of existing data sources to be firmly established. In some
instances, data may not be available at all, requiring further survey work.

Screening for LSEs
The following European sites within 15km of Torfaen are sensitive to the loss of functionally linked land
because they are designated for mobile qualifying species (the site that is screened in for Appropriate
Assessment following discussion in the text is marked in bold):
•

Usk Bat Sites SAC;

•

Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar;

•

Wye Valley and Forest of Dean Bat Sites SAC; and

•

Aberbargoed Grasslands SAC.

The lesser horseshoe bats in the Usk Bat Sites SAC are not only dependent on their roosts and foraging
habitat in the SAC, but potentially also on habitat that lies outside the designated site boundary. Feeding
areas and commuting routes (flightlines) outside the designation may therefore be integral to sustaining
the bat population. The area of greatest bat activity surrounding a roost is defined as the Core
Sustenance Zone (CSZ) 93; however, this is not available for all sites and / or bat species. Generally,
lesser horseshoe bats forage between 2 and 3km from their roost but they have been observed to range
up to 4km in their nightly foraging trips 94. The Bat Conservation Trust identifies a weighted average CSZ
91

Kerth G., Wagner M. & Koenig B. 2001. Roosting together, foraging apart: Information transfer about food is unlikely to
explain sociality in female Bechstein’s bats (Myotis bechsteinii). Behavioral Ecology and Sociobiology 50: 283-291.
92
Chapman C & Tyldesley D. 2016. Functional linkage: How areas that are functionally linked to European sites have been
considered when they may be affected by plans and projects – A review of authoritative decisions. Natural England
Commissioned Reports 207: 73pp.
93
https://cdn.bats.org.uk/pdf/Resources/Core_Sustenance_Zones_Explained_04.02.16.pdf?mtime=20190219173135
[Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
94
Schofield H.W. 2008. The Lesser Horseshoe Bat Conservation Handbook.
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of 2km for lesser horseshoe bats. It is therefore recognised that linear features (required to navigate)
and permanent pasture / unimproved grassland (favoured feeding areas) and woodlands within this
distance outside the SAC boundary need to be maintained. A small component part of the SAC is
located approx. 640m to the north of Torfaen and the remainder of the site lying approx. 1.5km to the
north. Therefore, any residential and employment site allocations in the north of the authority might lead
to Likely Significant Effects on this SAC through the loss of supporting habitat. Therefore, the site is
screened in for Appropriate Assessment.
The Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar, designated for several species of waterfowl and its overall waterbird
assemblage, supports several bird species that might regularly move beyond the designated site
boundary. Above all, functionally linked land is relevant to Bewick’s swans, which graze on a range of
soft meadow grasses beyond the SPA’s / Ramsar’s site boundary, including wet meadows comprising
Agrostis stolonifera and Alopecurus geniculatus. The qualifying waterfowl assemblage also includes
European white-fronted geese, which commute up to 10km to their daytime foraging sites, which might
include functionally linked farmland and wetland. The boundary of Torfaen lies approx. 7km to the north
of the SPA / Ramsar, which is within the distance that some of the qualifying bird species might travel.
While it is much more likely that the SPA / Ramsar birds would use farmland to the south of Newport
and the M4, it cannot be excluded that some flocks of birds might use functionally linked land further
inland. Therefore, Likely Significant Effects of the emerging Torfaen RLDP on the Severn Estuary SPA
/ Ramsar cannot be excluded and the site is screened in for Appropriate Assessment.
The Wye Valley and Forest of Dean Bat Sites SAC is designated for both its lesser and greater
horseshoe bat populations. Relating to its lesser horseshoe bat population a CSZ of 2km therefore
applies as for the Usk Bat Sites SAC above. Radio-tracking research on greater horseshoe bats has
shown that they make longer foraging trips foraging from their roost sites than lesser horseshoe bats,
up to 9-10km from their roost 95 96. This bat species uses commuting corridors along linear landscape
features and forages in permanent pasture and woodland. The Bat Conservation Trust identifies a
weighted average CSZ of 3km for greater horseshoe bats. Any linear features (required for navigation)
and permanent pasture / unimproved grassland (favoured feeding areas) within this distance outside of
the SAC’s boundary need to be maintained. However, the Wye Valley and Forest of Dean Bat Sites
SAC lies 13.2km to the east of Torfaen and any allocated sites would therefore lie beyond the CSZ of
3km and even the longer 9-10km ranging distance identified in radio-tracking studies. Therefore, it is
concluded that the merging Torfaen RLDP will not result in Likely Significant Effects on the Wye Valley
and Forest of Dean bat Sites SAC through the loss of supporting habitat. The site is screened out from
Appropriate Assessment.
The marsh fritillary butterfly population in the Aberbargoed Grasslands SAC is a species that is known
to require relatively large areas of suitable habitat for a population to remain functional. It is generally
considered that 50ha of suitable habitat will suffice to maintain a sustainable population 97. The SAC
itself is 39.6ha in size and not all of it comprises the butterfly’s preferred habitat of wet grassland and
devil’s-bit scabious, the caterpillars only foodplant. As such it is likely that the butterfly population from
the Aberbargoed Grasslands SAC will also depend on using habitat patches outside the European site
that contain significant areas of devils bit scabious. However, given that the boundary of Torfaen is
approx. 6.3km to the east of the SAC, it is concluded that the emerging Torfaen RLDP would not result
in the loss of functionally linked land for the marsh fritillary butterfly. The site is screened out from
Appropriate Assessment.
The following policies of the RLDP have been screened in for Appropriate Assessment because they
allocate residential dwellings and / or employment sites, potentially leading to the loss of functionally
linked land and Likely Significant Effects on several European sites:
•

Strategic Policy S1: Strategic Sustainable Growth (Provision for 5,600 gross (4,800 net) new
dwellings and 50ha of employment land)

95

Billington G. 2008. Radio-tracking Study of Greater Horseshoe Bats at Dean Hall, Littledean, Cinderford. Natural England
Commissioned Report NERR012..
96
Billington G. 2009. Radio Tracking Study of Greater Horseshoe Bats at Dean Hall, Littledean, Cinderford. Natural England
Commissioned Report. NECR021.
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Butterfly Conservation, Dorset. 2009. Available at: https://butterfly-conservation.org/sites/default/files/ni-marsh-frit-leaflet-july2010.pdf [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
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•

Strategic Policy S2: Spatial Distribution of Development (Stipulates in which settlements in
Torfaen development will be prioritised)

•

Strategic Policy S3: Strategic Sites (Identifies Strategic Sites to deliver the LDP strategy,
namely Pontypool and Cwmbran))

•

Strategic Policy S8: Delivery of Homes (Provision for a minimum number of 4,800 new homes
with a 15% buffer, totalling 5,600 new dwellings)

•

Strategic Policy S9: Gypsy and Traveller Accommodation (Provision for any unmet residential
need of gypsies and travellers)

•

Strategic Policy S12: Employment Land Strategy (Provision for a minimum of 50ha of
employment land within Torfaen)

Background to Water Quality
The quality of the water that feeds European sites is an important determinant of the nature of their
habitats and the species they support. Poor water quality can have a range of environmental impacts:
•

At high levels, toxic chemicals and metals can result in immediate death of aquatic life,
and can have detrimental effects even at lower levels, including increased vulnerability to
disease and changes in wildlife behaviour.

•

Eutrophication, the enrichment of plant nutrients in water, increases plant growth and
consequently results in oxygen depletion. Algal blooms, which commonly result from
eutrophication, increase turbidity and decrease light penetration. The decomposition of
organic wastes that often accompanies eutrophication deoxygenates water further,
augmenting the oxygen depleting effects of eutrophication. In the marine environment,
nitrogen is the limiting plant nutrient and so eutrophication is associated with discharges
containing available nitrogen.

•

Some pesticides, industrial chemicals, and components of sewage effluent are suspected
to interfere with the functioning of the endocrine system, possibly having negative effects
on the reproduction and development of aquatic life.

The most significant issue in relation to the Torfaen RLDP is the discharge of treated sewage effluent
into surface watercourses, which is likely to increase the nutrient concentration, most importantly
phosphate levels, in European sites that are hydrologically linked to these watercourses. The RLDP
assessed in this HRA provides for development in the Dwr Cymru Welsh Water catchment, responsible
for the public water supply and waste water treatment for large parts of Wales.

Screening for LSEs
The following European sites within 15km of Torfaen are sensitive to changes in water quality:
•

River Usk SAC;

•

Severn Estuary SAC; and

•

Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar (see specific rationale for screening out this site below).

The River Usk SAC is a riverine freshwater system of plain to montane levels with Ranunculion fluitantis
and Callitricho-Batrachion vegetation. While this is a non-primary feature of the SAC it is essential in
supporting the primary Annex II species, such as the qualifying fish and the otter. The Core Management
Plan 98 published by Natural Resources Wales highlights the water quality in the system as a primary
determinant of its ecological status, which is currently classified as unfavourable. While the main water
quality impact in this catchment originates from agriculture, pollutants from sewage effluent, particularly
increases in phosphorus concentrations, have the potential to increase the abundance of filamentous
algae and to decrease the abundance of aquatic flowering plants. Eutrophication can lead to reduced
dissolved oxygen concentrations, in turn reducing the viability of fish populations. At its closest point the
98

https://naturalresources.wales/media/673384/River_Usk%20SAC%20core%20plan.pdf [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
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River Usk SAC lies only 1.2km from Torfaen. Furthermore, the hydrological catchment of the SAC
includes several streams from Torfaen and may receive treated sewage effluent resulting from the
emerging Torfaen RLDP. Therefore, Likely Significant Effects on the River Usk SAC cannot be excluded
and the site is screened in for Appropriate Assessment.
The Severn SAC is designated for several habitats (e.g. estuaries, mud- and sandflats, Atlantic salt
meadows) and species (lampreys, twaite shad) that are highly sensitive to changes in water quality.
The document jointly published by Natural England and Natural Resources Wales highlights physicochemical parameters, such as oxygen, nutrients and turbidity in the water column as a primary attribute
for protecting the integrity of the SAC. Significant changes to any of these parameters could trigger an
increase in phytoplankton or macroalgal biomass, leading to changes in the distribution (including
recruitment and spawning processes) of the qualifying fish species. Changes to water quality, such as
reduced dissolved oxygen concentrations, are also known to act as barriers to migration for river
lamprey, brook lamprey and twaite shad. Torfaen is situated approx. 7km to the north of the SAC and
most water bodies (including the River Usk that runs along the authority) that will receive treated sewage
effluent from the authority, will be situated in the wider hydrological catchment of the SAC. Therefore,
Likely Significant Effects of the emerging Torfaen RLDP on the Severn Estuary SAC cannot be
excluded, and the site is screened in for Appropriate Assessment.
The Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar, designated for individual waterbirds as well as its composite
waterfowl assemblage, is also sensitive to changes in water quality. The Severn River Basin
Management Plan states that only 17% of the estuarine water bodies currently achieve good ecological
status, with the remainder being of ‘moderate’ ecological quality. On page 13, Natural England’s Site
Improvement Plan specifically highlights water pollution as a threat to the SPA / Ramsar 99. This high
nutrient loading may lead to an increase in benthic macroalgae, which have been identified in several
locations in the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar, which is likely to have negative knock-on impacts on
resident invertebrate communities. In turn, eutrophication effects could cascade up the food chain
affecting the qualifying bird species. For example, increased nutrient input might change the sward
composition of the saltmarsh, affect the Bewick’s swans’ ability to forage and ultimately impact the
availability of adequate feeding habitat within the SPA / Ramsar. Ultimately, it is to be noted that any
negative impacts of nutrient loading on the qualifying features in the SPA / Ramsar will occur as indirect
effects on the birds’ preferred foraging habitat and prey species. The Appropriate Assessment section
of this report will therefore focus on discussing the Severn Estuary SAC, as this provides the essential
supporting habitats for the SPA’s / Ramsar’s waterfowl species. Therefore, while Likely Significant
Effects of the emerging Torfaen RLDP on the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar cannot be excluded, the
site is screened out from Appropriate Assessment.
The following policies of the emerging Local Development Plan have been screened in for Appropriate
Assessment because they allocate residential or employment growth, which might lead to Likely
Significant Effects on freshwater and marine sites through increased sewage effluent and the release
of toxic pollutants:

99

•

Strategic Policy S1: Strategic Sustainable Growth (Provision for 5,600 gross (4,800 net) new
dwellings and 50ha of employment land)

•

Strategic Policy S2: Spatial Distribution of Development (Stipulates in which settlements in
Torfaen development will be prioritised)

•

Strategic Policy S3: Strategic Sites (Identifies Strategic Sites to deliver the LDP strategy,
namely Pontypool and Cwmbran))

•

Strategic Policy S8: Delivery of Homes (Provision for a minimum number of 4,800 new homes
with a 15% buffer, totalling 5,600 new dwellings)

•

Strategic Policy S9: Gypsy and Traveller Accommodation (Provision for any unmet residential
need of gypsies and travellers)

•

Strategic Policy S12: Employment Land Strategy (Provision for a minimum of 50ha of
employment land within Torfaen)

http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/4590676519944192 [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
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Background to Water Quantity, Level and Flow
In addition to water quality, both the water level and flow (and its natural diurnal and annual variation)
are important determinants of the ecological status of European sites. Hydrological processes are
critical in influencing habitat characteristics, including current velocity, water depth, wetted area,
dissolved oxygen levels and water temperature. In turn these habitat features determine the short- and
long-term viability of plant and animal species, as well as overall ecosystem composition.
A highly cited review paper summarised the ecological effects of reduced flow in rivers 100. Droughts
(ranging in their magnitude from flow reduction to a complete loss of surface water) have both direct
and indirect effects on stream communities. For example, a marked direct effect is the loss of water and
habitat for aquatic organisms. Indirect effects include a deterioration in water quality, changes to the
food resources and alterations in interspecific interactions. An increased stability of baseflow and a
reduction in the natural flow variability of rivers has been linked to the excessive growth of macrophytes
and a reduction in fish populations 101.
The variability in hydrological discharge does not only have ecosystem-level effects, but also affects
specific functional groups and species more directly. Anadromous fish, the qualifying features of several
European sites within 15km of Torfaen’s boundary, are especially sensitive to water fluctuations and
flow variability. This is primarily because their life stages critically depend on specific flow levels. For
example, a recent modelling study demonstrated that low-flow conditions in summer, a critical time
when adult anadromous fish must reach their upstream spawning grounds, significantly reduces
production in salmonids 102.

Screening for LSEs
The following European sites within 15km of Torfaen are sensitive to changes in their water quantity,
level and flow (the sites that are screened in for Appropriate Assessment following discussion in the text
are marked in bold):
•

River Usk SAC;

•

Severn Estuary SAC;

•

Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar (see specific rationale for screening out this site below);

•

Aberbargoed Grasslands SAC; and

•

Coed y Cerrig SAC.

The integrity of the River Usk SAC is dependent on both the volume and the stability of water flow. The
Conservation Objectives for the SAC state that the quantity of water, including the natural flow variability,
is to be maintained or restored to maintain the site’s qualifying features in the future 103. Hydrological
processes, most importantly river flow level and variability, are critical in determining various habitat
properties, such as current velocity, water depth and dissolved oxygen levels. Furthermore, the water
depth and flow velocity influence the ability of adult anadromous fish of reaching their upstream
spawning grounds. Species of shad are particularly sensitive to variations in flow levels. An ideal flow
regime is to encourage high flows in March-May to stimulate upstream migration and maximise the
upstream penetration of adult fish. In June-September low flows should be encouraged to ensure that
juveniles are not washed into saline water prematurely. The development outlined in the emerging
Torfaen RLDP will require the abstraction of water for households and industry. Therefore, Likely
Significant Effects on the River Usk SAC cannot be excluded and the site is screened in for Appropriate
Assessment.
Being hydrologically connected with, and therefore also being dependent on water input from the River
Usk SAC, the Severn Estuary SAC is highly sensitive to changes in its hydrological regime. Firstly,
100

Lake P.S. 2003. Ecological effects of perturbation by drought in flowing waters. Freshwater Biology 48: 1161-1172.
Bunn S.E. & Arthington A.H. 2002. Basic principles and ecological consequences of altered flow regimes for aquatic
biodiversity. Environmental Management 30: 492-507.
102
Ohlberger J., Buehrens T.W., Brenkman S.J., Crain P., Quinn T.P. & Hilborn R. 2018. Effects of past and projected river
discharge variability on freshwater production in an anadromous fish. Freshwater Biology 63: 331-340.
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changes in the water flow rate are likely to lead to increases in sediment erosion or accretion
respectively, to which the seagrass in the estuary is highly sensitive. Furthermore, the SAC’s biotopes
are also considered to be sensitive to changes in salinity, including a long-term increase in salinity.
Water abstraction for the public and industrial water supply in Torfaen from one of the main rivers
supplying the SAC (the River Usk), might lead to decreased freshwater input and could, ultimately,
increase salinity levels in the estuary. As such, Likely Significant Effects of the emerging Torfaen RLDP
on the Severn Estuary SAC cannot be excluded, and the site is screened in for Appropriate Assessment.
The Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar, which harbours several species of qualifying waterfowl and waders,
is considered to have an indirect sensitivity to changes in the hydrological regime. It is unlikely that
changes in the water flow rate would affect any of the qualifying species (e.g. Bewick’s swans) directly,
because there is no linking impact pathway. However, an altered hydrological regime would likely affect
their supporting habitats, including the Atlantic salt meadows, and the mud- and sandflats. For example,
this could occur through changes in the species composition of the saltmarsh and a subsequent impact
on the suitability of the saltmarsh for the birds or changes to the pattern of habitat use. However, since
this impact pathway is already screened in for the Seven Estuary SAC, which addresses impacts on
the birds’ supporting habitats, the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar is screened out from Appropriate
Assessment regarding the impact pathway water quantity, level and flow.
The Aberbargoed Grasslands SAC is an area comprising 48% of humid grassland with impeded
drainage. This grassland and its characteristic plant community is sustained by both groundwater and
surface water flow, depending on the variable water table. While the hydrological regime is not explicitly
mentioned in the site’s Core Management Plan, the integrity of the site is clearly partly dependent on
the continued supply of sufficient water. However, the site lies 6.3km to the west of Torfaen and requires
a relatively limited amount of water (compared to aquatic European sites), which will be associated with
superficial deposits with poor drainage rather than underlying aquifers. Given this, it is considered
unlikely that the emerging Torfaen RLDP will result in Likely Significant Effects on the SAC through
changes in the water level. Therefore, the site is screened out from Appropriate Assessment.
The Coed Y Cerrig SAC comprises alluvial forest in a valley bottom, which is dependent on a constant
supply of water to maintain its waterlogged conditions. A significant alteration in the water quantity
supplied might cause a drying out of the site and might potentially affect the qualifying feature of the
SAC. The Coed y Cerrig SAC is only approx. 294m from the River Usk, from which drinking water for
the eastern part of Torfaen might be extracted. However, any abstraction effect is likely to only affect
the river a relatively long distance downstream from the Coed y Cerrig SAC. Welsh Water produced a
final Water Resource Management Plan in 2019. This identifies that there will be no adverse effects on
this SAC from public water supply up to 2050. Therefore, it is concluded that there is no linking
hydrological impact pathway between Torfaen and the SAC. The site is screened out from Appropriate
Assessment.
The following policies of the emerging Local Development Plan have been screened in for Appropriate
Assessment because they allocate residential or employment growth, leading to an increased water
abstraction from local water resources and potentially Likely Significant Effects on European sites
through changes to the water quantity, level and flow:
•

Strategic Policy S1: Strategic Sustainable Growth (Provision for 5,600 gross (4,800 net) new
dwellings and 50ha of employment land)

•

Strategic Policy S2: Spatial Distribution of Development (Stipulates in which settlements in
Torfaen development will be prioritised)

•

Strategic Policy S3: Strategic Sites (Identifies Strategic Sites to deliver the LDP strategy,
namely Pontypool and Cwmbran))

•

Strategic Policy S8: Delivery of Homes (Provision for a minimum number of 4,800 new homes
with a 15% buffer, totalling 5,600 new dwellings)

•

Strategic Policy S9: Gypsy and Traveller Accommodation (Provision for any unmet residential
need of gypsies and travellers)

•

Strategic Policy S12: Employment Land Strategy (Provision for a minimum of 50ha of
employment land within Torfaen)
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Local Development Plans to be considered ‘in-combination’
It is obligatory to not only assess LSEs of a proposed plan alone, but also to investigate whether there
might be ‘in-combination’ effects with plans proposing development in other authorities surrounding a
European protected site. In practice, such an ‘in-combination’ assessment is of greatest relevance when
the plan would otherwise be screened out because its individual contribution is inconsequential.
For the purposes of this HRA, AECOM identified several other authorities that are proposing or have
adopted their own Local Development Plans (LDPs), outlining residential and / or employment growth
within their own authority boundary. These include Newport, Blaenau Gwent, Monmouthshire and
Caerphilly. Table 3 summarises the residential and / or employment growth allocated within the
respective LDPs for these authorities. It is to be noted that several LDPs are nearing the end of their
plan period and the authorities of Blaenau Gwent, Monmouthshire and Torfaen (subject of this HRA)
are currently working on Replacement Local Development Plans.
Table 3: Number of residential dwellings and employment space that are to be delivered in
authorities adjoining Torfaen, according to the most up-to-date Local Development Plans.
Local Authority

Total
provided

housing Total
employment
provided

Newport (Adopted January 2015)

11,623 (2011-2026) 104 172ha

Blaenau Gwent (Preferred Strategy RLDP) 2,115 (2018-2033) 105

space

46ha

Monmouthshire (Preferred Strategy RLDP) 6,419

(2018-2033) 106

42ha (3,765 jobs)

Caerphilly (Adopted November 2010)

8,625

(2006-2026) 107

101.9ha

Torfaen (Preferred Strategy RLDP)

5,600

(2018-2033) 108

50ha

Minimum Total

34,382

411.9ha

Other plans and projects to be considered ‘in-combination’
Other ongoing projects within Torfaen County Borough, its surrounding authorities and Wales must also
be considered, as these might have in-combination effects with the emerging Torfaen RLDP. For
example, a project to enhance the scope for tourism throughout Wales might lead to higher recreational
pressure in the wider area and some of the European sites potentially affected by the RLDP, thereby
acting in-combination. The following further projects (in addition to the Plans of adjoining authorities
outlined in the previous section) are considered in this HRA:
•

Cardiff Capital Region City Deal: This deal aims to develop and promote South East Wales
as a great place to live and work, investing £1.2 billion to increase the economic potential across
ten local authorities, including Blaenau Gwent, Caerphilly, Monmouthshire and Torfaen

•

Cardiff Capital Region Strategic Development Plan (SDP): This a new Strategic
Development Plan that forms part of the strategic plan for the wider area. SDPs cover crossboundary matters of more than local importance, including large development sites and major
transport schemes. Torfaen forms part of the Cardiff Capital Region SDP.

104

http://www.newport.gov.uk/documents/Planning-Documents/RLDP-2011-2026/RLDP-Adopted-Plan-January-2015.pdf
[Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
105
The Local Development Plan is currently under review, and is at the Preferred Strategy stage. https://www.blaenaugwent.gov.uk/en/resident/planning/local-development-plan/local-development-plan-2018-2033/local-development-plan-RLDPfirst-review/ [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
106
The Local Development Plan is currently under review, and is at the Preferred Strategy stage. https://www.blaenaugwent.gov.uk/en/resident/planning/local-development-plan/local-development-plan-2018-2033/local-development-plan-RLDPfirst-review/ [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
107
https://www.caerphilly.gov.uk/CaerphillyDocs/LDP/written-statement.aspx [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
108
https://www.torfaen.gov.uk/en/Related-Documents/Forward-Planning/Adopted-Torfaen-RLDP-Writen-Statement.pdf
[Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
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•

Prosperity for All: A Low Carbon Wales (2019): From an HRA perspective this is a positive
plan, setting the target for Wales to transition to a low carbon nation. A target is to cut the
emission of greenhouse gases by at least 80% by 2050.

•

Welsh Government Valleys Task Force – Our Valleys, Our Future (July 2017): This is a
high-level action plan published by a ministerial taskforce, outlining key priorities for the future.
For Torfaen these are specifically good quality jobs, better public services and strengthening
local communities. The locations identified in the plan include Cwmbran in Torfaen, focussing
on office, industrial and residential development.

•

Torfaen Well-being Plan (2018-2023): The plan outlines the objectives for improving wellbeing within the authority, a key requirement of the Well-being and Future Generations Act
(2015). A key component of the Plan from an HRA perspective is the development of a
functional, connected network of natural areas and mitigation responses to the impact of climate
change.

•

South-East Wales Valleys Local Transport Plan (2015): This is a joint Transport Plan for the
local authorities of Blaenau Gwent, Caerphilly, Merthyr Tydfil, Rhondda Cynon Taf and Torfaen
County Borough Council. It provides a vision and objectives for transport issues in the SE Wales
Valleys area. In Torfaen, proposed schemes include the Pontypool & New Inn Train Station
Park and Ride, several active travel schemes and the Pontypridd-Blackwood-Pontypool Bus
Rapid Transit Scheme.
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5. Discussion of Strategic Growth Options for Torfaen
This chapter discusses the identified impact pathways in relation to the four Strategic Growth Options proposed in the emerging Torfaen RLDP, in a tabulated format (see
Table 4 below). Most importantly, for all Spatial Options Likely Significant Effects cannot be excluded, and they are all screened in for Appropriate Assessment. The
Appropriate Assessment of the Preferred Strategy and its Strategic Policies is undertaken in Chapter 6.
Table 4: Screening Discussion of the Plan’s Spatial Growth Options
HRA screening assessment of the Spatial Options detailed within the Preferred Strategy for Torfaen, providing a broad discussion of the likely implications of growth in
different parts of Torfaen. Where a Spatial Option has been coloured green in the ‘Screening Outcome’ column, this indicates that it would be screened out from Appropriate
Assessment regarding all impact pathways. Where a Spatial Option has been coloured orange in the ‘Screening Outcome’ column, this indicates that LSEs of the growth
option cannot be excluded and that it would be screened in for Appropriate Assessment.
Strategic Growth Option

Description

Spatial Option 1 – Within
existing settlement
boundaries

Distribution of growth throughout the
existing
urban
areas,
taking
advantage of brownfield / open space
opportunities as applicable

Pros
•

Cons
Based
on
existing
settlement hierarchy

•

Utilising
infrastructure

•

No greenfield expansion

Screening Outcome

•

Limited growth opportunities Likely Significant Effects on European sites

•

Pressure on existing open
space
and
green This option restricts development (both
housing and employment provision) in Torfaen
infrastructure network

•

Challenge to incorporate brownfield sites and open space opportunities.
within character of existing Confining growth to urban areas can be
settlements
positive, because it may reduce the potential

existing

cannot be excluded.

to existing urban areas by making use of

for loss of functionally linked land (for example,
brownfield sites are unlikely to be important for
SPA / Ramsar birds). However, this spatial
option would still be associated with an
increase in demand for recreational space and
the number of car-based commuter journeys.
Potential impact pathways include:
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•

Water quality

•

Water quantity, level and flow

Due to these potential linking impact pathways
the policy is screened in for Appropriate
Assessment.

Spatial Option 2 – Eastern
Expansion of Cwmbran

Based on significant sites around
Primary Settlement of Cwmbran and
opportunity area around new hospital
development at Llanfrechfa

•

Potential for high growth
self-contained
district
expansion of Cwmbran

•

Large scale intrusion into Likely Significant Effects on European sites
existing
countryside
/ cannot be excluded.
valuable agricultural land

•

High demand, high
viability opportunity

•

Increased
pressure
southern infrastructure

Potential place-making
opportunity delivering
mixed-use development
and
necessary
supporting infrastructure

•

This option focuses development (both housing

•

on and employment provision) in Torfaen to the

eastern area of Cwmbran, which would involve
the loss of existing countryside and agricultural
No
direct
regeneration land. Cwmbran is a major town that is located
benefits to Pontypool / North in the south of Torfaen. Focussing development
Torfaen
in Cwmbran would increase the potential for
Likely Significant Effects on the Severn Estuary
SPA / Ramsar / SAC arising from recreational
pressure. This is because southern Torfaen is
the closest point in the authority to these
European sites, at a distance of approx. 6.9km.
Furthermore, the loss of countryside and
agricultural land is associated with an
increased risk of losing functionally linked land
of overwintering waterfowl.
Potential impact pathways include:
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•

Water quantity, level and flow

Due to these potential linking impact pathways
the policy is screened in for Appropriate
Assessment.

Spatial Option 3 – Southern
Expansion of Cwmbran

Growth opportunities are spread
across several sites to the south of
Cwmbran, ranging from Cefn Perthy
to Ponthir

•

Range of viable housing
opportunity sites

•

Can deliver significant
housing growth and
opportunities

•

Investment and growth
of primary settlement

•

Expansion into countryside

•

Sites spread across a
southern
area
giving This option focuses development (both housing
challenges
in
providing and employment provision) in Torfaen to an
area south of Cwmbran, including the
efficient new infrastructure

Likely Significant Effects on European sites
cannot be excluded.

settlements of Cefn Perthy and Ponthir. Given
that this area is in the vicinity of Spatial Option
2, similar implications for European sites are
present; most notably the issues of recreational
pressure and the loss of functionally linked land
in relation to the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar
/ SAC.
Potential impact pathways include:
•

Loss of functionally linked land

•

Recreational pressure

•

Atmospheric pollution

•

Water quality

•

Water quantity, level and flow

Due to these potential linking impact pathways
the policy is screened in for Appropriate
Assessment.
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•

Spreads pressure of
development over wider
area

•

Range of opportunities
throughout Torfaen

•

Self-contained
opportunities providing
local opportunities for
smaller developers

Potentially
uncoordinated
development
missing
necessary infrastructure

•

Lack
of
deliverable
employment opportunities to
support housing growth

•

•

Sporadic
development
generate
infrastructure

piecemeal Likely Significant Effects on European sites
would
not cannot be excluded.
strategic
This spatial option delivers development in
Torfaen over a range of viable candidate sites.
This would spread the impacts of development
over a wider area, which could reduce the
potential for Likely Significant Effects on
European Sites. However, given that this
Spatial Option details the same net amount of
growth as the other options and depending on
where the candidate sites would be delivered,
Likely Significant Effects cannot be excluded.
Potential impact pathways include:
•

Loss of functionally linked land

•

Recreational pressure

•

Atmospheric pollution

•

Water quality

•

Water quantity, level and flow

Due to these potential linking impact pathways
the policy is screened in for Appropriate
Assessment.

Network of integrated communities
Spatial Option 5 –
across Torfaen County Borough
Continuation of Existing
Strategy (Currently Preferred
Strategy)

•

Based
on
existing
hierarchy of settlements

•

Potential delivery issues with Likely Significant Effects on European sites
key strategic sites
cannot be excluded.

•

Spread of opportunities
throughout Torfaen

•

Uncertainty in investment to In combination with Spatial Option 2 (Eastern
deliver
necessary Expansion of Cwmbran), Spatial Option 5 is
currently the preferred strategy for Torfaen.
infrastructure
This option advocates a network of integrated
communities across Torfaen, which is based on
the existing hierarchy of settlements.
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Compared to Spatial Options 2 and 3, this may
help spread some of the pressure of
development across the Borough (similar to
Spatial Option 4). However, residual Likely
Significant Effects would remain due to several
impact pathways.
Potential impact pathways include:
•

Loss of functionally linked land

•

Recreational pressure

•

Atmospheric pollution

•

Water quality

•

Water quantity, level and flow

Due to these potential linking impact pathways
the policy is screened in for Appropriate
Assessment.
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6. Appropriate Assessment
Recreational Pressure
The following policies in the emerging Torfaen RLDP have been identified to provide for new residential
development within the authority. These will result in a local population increase and likely in an increase
in the number of recreational visits to local European sites. The following policies need to be considered
further in relation to the recreational pressure impact pathway:
•

Strategic Policy S1: Strategic Sustainable Growth (Provision for 5,600 gross (4,800 net) new
dwellings and 50ha of employment land)

•

Strategic Policy S2: Spatial Distribution of Development (Stipulates in which settlements in
Torfaen development will be prioritised)

•

Strategic Policy S3: Strategic Sites (Identifies Strategic Sites to deliver the LDP strategy,
namely Pontypool and Cwmbran))

•

Strategic Policy S8: Delivery of Homes (Provision for a minimum number of 4,800 new homes
with a 15% buffer, totalling 5,600 new dwellings)

•

Strategic Policy S9: Gypsy and Traveller Accommodation (Provision for any unmet residential
need of gypsies and travellers)

Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar
Existing Evidence Base
The Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar is a destination with a unique funnel shape, meaning that it runs
diagonally through several authorities, including Forest of Dean, Stroud and Monmouthshire. The site
is likely to have a unique recreational draw on residents of local authorities and, given that the likelihood
of visits decreases with distance from a destination, residents are likely to visit those stretches of the
Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar with suitable access points that are closest to home. Torfaen lies approx.
7km to the north of the closest stretch of the SPA / Ramsar in Newport and therefore has no direct
access points onto the SPA / Ramsar. However, the part of the SPA / Ramsar in Newport is a potential
destination for Torfaen residents, because it is the closest site with an estuarine character, and it is
within relatively easy reach of the M4. A recent research paper has shown that the amount of residential
housing is highly positively correlated with visitor pressure, particularly in estuarine destinations 109.
Given that the Torfaen RLDP proposes new housing, it is to be expected that this will lead to an increase
in the visitor numbers in the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar.
To date, no visitor data on access points to the Welsh parts of the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar are
available. However, Footprint Ecology undertook a visitor survey in Lydney (Forest of Dean) in 2017 to
inform a recreation strategy for that part of the estuary 110. A visitor survey was also undertaken by EPR
in 2016 for the part of the SPA / Ramsar within Stroud District 111. These surveys were undertaken to
establish a baseline of visitor pressure in the relevant parts of the SPA / Ramsar to these Councils, and
to assess the potential impacts of residential growth in the respective authorities. The results of these
surveys are not directly relevant to Torfaen, as illustrated by the fact that the surveys did not capture
visitors from the authority of Torfaen (likely due to the presence of stretches of the SPA / Ramsar much
closer to home). Nevertheless, some of the patterns of visitor use highlighted in these surveys are
potentially also applicable to the stretch of the SPA / Ramsar in the authority of Newport (for example,
the proportion of dog walkers). The results of the existing visitor surveys undertaken in the SPA / Ramsar
109

Weitowitz D.C., Panter C, Hoskin R. & Liley D. 2019. The effect of urban development on visitor numbers to nearby protected
nature conservation sites. doi: 10.1093/jue/juz019. Journal of Urban Ecology: 1-12.
Liley D., Panter C. & Hoskin R. 2017. Lydney Severn Estuary Visitor Survey and Recreation Strategy. Unpublished report by
Footprint Ecology for the Forest of Dean District Council. 55pp. Available at: https://www.footprintecology.co.uk/reports/Liley%20et%20al%202017%20Lydney%20Severn%20Estuary%20Visitor%20Survey%20and%20Recrea
tion%20Strategy.pdf [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
111
Southgate J. & Colebourn K. 2016. Severn Estuary (Stroud District) Visitor Survey Report. Report for Stroud District Council.
Ecological Planning & Research, Winchester. 68pp. Available at:
https://www.stroud.gov.uk/media/2902/severnestuaryvs_report_15581c_final_060616.pdf [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
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are therefore drawn upon where relevant for the analysis. Furthermore, the implications for visitor
management discussed in Footprint Ecology’s recreation strategy provide useful context to the potential
recreational pressure arising from the emerging Torfaen RLDP.

Lydney visitor survey
The Lydney visitor survey covered the four main access points to the part of the Severn Estuary SPA /
Ramsar closest to Lydney, the proposed location of new development. Across all survey points the total
number of people entering the wider SPA / Ramsar area was 153, giving an hourly rate of 9.6 people
entering the estuary. There was one dog for every three people entering, which is important as the most
significant disturbance typically results from dog walkers. Of the 83 interviewees, 36 visitors (43%)
undertook dog walking and 14 visitors (17%) were walking. Boating was undertaken by 5 interviewees
(6%). While visit duration was similarly short (mostly between 30 minutes and 1 hour) for all activities
(except boating), dog walking was the recreational activity that involved the highest proportion of
frequent visits, with a total of 41% of dog walkers visiting daily or most days (180+ visits per year). Most
importantly, the visit patterns in the SPA / Ramsar, particularly those of dog walkers, walker and joggers,
highlight that visitors tend to live very close to the site. For example, dog walkers travel a median
distance of 2.3km, mostly on foot, to their access points, highlighting the potential significance of new
nearby residential development. Overall, the Lydney survey highlights that the Severn Estuary SPA /
Ramsar is subjected to regular disturbance by particular user groups, especially dog walkers, which
generally have the biggest disturbance effect on SPA / Ramsar features.
Footprint Ecology places the visitor data in the context of bird distribution data within the wider area
around Lydney, derived from Mills & Smart (2017) 112. Importantly, Mills & Smart also considered land
that might be functionally linked to the SPA (e.g. New Grounds, Lydney to Aylburton) and that therefore
may be integral in supporting the SPA’s / Ramsar’s qualifying species. Generally, the surveyed area is
important for roosting / feeding curlew, shelduck and lapwing in winter, and whimbrel on passage (AprilMay, July-September). It was also determined that for mallard, lapwing, curlew and whimbrel the counts
are exceeding 1% of the designated SPA / Ramsar populations, meaning that the area fulfils the criteria
of functionally linked land. A proportion of the visitor use in Lydney occurs in areas that are important to
SPA / Ramsar features, and Footprint Ecology therefore provided recommendations for the
management and mitigation of recreational pressure in Lydney.

Stroud visitor survey
EPR’s Stroud visitor survey focussed on the upper section of the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar, close
to where the River Severn transitions into the Severn Estuary. It surveyed nine access points to the
estuary, which were either parking locations or public rights of way providing direct access on to the
estuary. Overall, 461 people accessed the area over two days at all access points, resulting in an access
rate of 30.7 people per hour. 185 dogs were recorded across all access points over the two-day survey
period, resulting in an average of 12.3 dogs per hour. 51.6% of the groups interviewed had at least one
dog with them, which is slightly less than observed at other marine sites such as the Solent (53%) and
North Kent (65%). The average (mean) distance travelled by visitors to reach their access point was
14.5km. Visitors arriving on foot, i.e. the local residents, had travelled an average of 5.4km. Most
importantly, the study also provides a visitor catchment for the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar, which
uses the standard 75th percentile of distances travelled by visitors to define a core recreational
catchment. Interestingly, and in contrast to Lydney where visitors tend to travel very short distances to
the site, the parts of the SPA / Ramsar covered in the Stroud survey has an indicative recreational
catchment of 17.7km (when considering all visitors) and 7.7km (when considering only Stroud
residents). The main reason for this disproportionately large catchment is most likely due to the low
housing density within this part of Stroud District, which is significantly lower than in other geographic
areas, such as the Solent. As a result, one needs to go further away from the site before capturing 75%
of visitors.
One of the key messages to be taken from these two surveys is that the recreational pattern in the
Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar is highly variable between different locations. It is therefore important to

112

Mills B. & Smart M. 2017. Lydney New Grounds. Desk Based Review of Bird Assemblages in Relation to the Severn Estuary
Special Protection Area. Unpublished report for Forest of Dean District Council.
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attain a site-specific evidence base to evaluate the current recreation patterns and to inform any
recommendations on the management of this recreation.

Mitigation through an Interim Impact Avoidance Strategy
The Stroud visitor survey concluded that housing and tourism development to be delivered within and
outside the district is likely to increase visitor pressure in the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar, potentially
leading to adverse effects on the overwintering birds. The scope and content of a broad Interim Impact
Avoidance Strategy was therefore provided in relation to development in Stroud. The key elements of
this strategy were:
•

Delivery of Suitable Alternative Greenspace (SANG) spatially close to the proposed housing
sites; although it was noted that it was difficult to replicate a site that mirrors the SPA / Ramsar;

•

On-site Strategic Access Management and Monitoring (SAMM) measures around the key
themes of education and awareness, zoning and bylaws, signage, wardening and parking
provision;

•

Collaboration with integral stakeholders (e.g. Natural Resources Wales, Parish Councils,
private landowners) to achieve a sustainable, long-term outcome; and

•

Future monitoring of levels of visitor use and numbers of overwintering birds to assess changes
in recreational pressure and whether access management is effective.

While this Interim Impact Avoidance Strategy was created using the evidence base for Stroud, similar
mitigation measures could be developed for other authorities along the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar,
if required. Visitor surveys in other European sites (e.g. Solent, North Kent, Exe Estuary, Thames Basin
Heaths, Dorset Heaths) have resulted in similar strategies. The typical set of tools for mitigating visitor
pressure usually involves the provision of SANG and SAMM, which both need to be tailored to the sitespecific context.

Access points most relevant to Torfaen
The Torfaen RLDP allocates 5,600 gross (4,800 net) new dwellings within the Plan’s period, which is
likely to increase the recreational demand on outdoor spaces within and adjacent to the authority. Due
to its high recreational value, the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar is likely to be a potential destination for
existing and future residents of Torfaen. The emerging RLDP identifies the east of Cwmbran as the
primary growth areas, which is significant because this is also the area of Torfaen that is closest to the
SPA / Ramsar; approx. 7km at its nearest point. Based on the results of existing visitor surveys in other
parts of the estuary, Cwmbran therefore lies within the distance that visitors are expected to drive to the
site. In the first instance it needs to be established whether there are suitable access points along the
stretch of the estuary closest to Torfaen that would enable new residents to access onto the shores of
the SPA / Ramsar and to potentially disturb the SPA’s / Ramsar’s qualifying bird species. Due to the
distance between Torfaen and the SPA / Ramsar (a minimum of 7km), car parks or informal parking
locations are the only access points that are considered relevant to the emerging Torfaen RLDP. The
remainder of this section will discuss these access points, which have been identified using google
maps 113, satellite imagery and public right of ways in the ViewRanger application 114.
The stretch of the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar in the authority of Newport is likely to be accessed by
taken the A4042 southward of Torfaen, accessing the M4 and then continuing south to the east or west
of the River Usk until reaching the estuary. While the SPA / Ramsar is easily accessible on foot through
the Wales Coast Path, there are only two formal car parks that could be used by Torfaen residents.
Review of satellite imagery shows that there is a large formal car park at the RSPB Newport Wetlands
with 100+ parking spaces. From the car park it is approx. 800m walking distance to the Severn Estuary
SPA / Ramsar and the Wales Coast Path then runs west towards the Severn Power Station and the
confluence with the River Usk SAC, or east towards Goldcliff. It is likely that many visitors parking here
will visit the RSPB reserve, which will contain the recreational pressure within this professionally
113

Google maps satellite imagery is freely accessible online. Available at: https://www.google.com/maps [Accessed on the
13/01/2020]
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ViewRanger is a free social application that people use to plan their recreational activities. Available at:
https://www.viewranger.com/en-gb [Accessed on the 13/01/2020]
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managed site. However, it is equally possible that many visitors will park here and then access the wider
SPA / Ramsar surrounding the RSPB reserve. Another potential parking location for SPA / Ramsar
visitors is west of Newport at a car park adjacent to the Shipwreck Café and The Lighthouse Inn off
Beach Road with 50+ parking spaces. While some visitors might come here exclusively to use the café
/ inn, the car park offers direct access onto the Wales Coast Path and the foreshore of the Severn
Estuary SPA / Ramsar. From here the coastal path runs west towards Peterstone Wentlooge and east
towards Newport. In addition to these two parking locations, it cannot be excluded that visitors will park
informally on local roadside verges. For example, at the Newport Seawall there are informal parking
opportunities near the Seawall Tearooms from where the SPA / Ramsar is within a very short walking
distance. However, compared to the two larger car parks, these informal locations are considered less
likely to be visited by residents from further away.
To provide evidence for the general current usage of this stretch of the SPA / Ramsar, and to help
assess whether the identified car parks might be used as a starting point for such recreational routes,
existing route contributions in ViewRanger were also assessed. Several published routes indicate that
both stretches of the SPA / Ramsar (to the west and east of Newport) are used for recreation. Moreover,
some of these routes use the identified car parks as start and end points. While this provides evidence
that the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar is used for recreation, without visitor data it is not possible to
determine the relative contribution, if any, of Torfaen to the overall recreational footprint within the site.

In-Combination Assessment and Recommendations for work to inform the Deposit Plan
This Appropriate Assessment has shown that the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar is a recreational hotspot
for the residents of local authorities, such as the Forest of Dean and Stroud. These authorities border
directly on to the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar, placing residents within walking distance of the estuary.
In contrast, Torfaen lies approx. 7km to the north of the closest stretch of the SPA / Ramsar in Newport.
Because the likelihood of site visits decreases with increasing distance from home, it is less likely that
Torfaen residents will visit the SPA / Ramsar (compared to authorities adjacent to the SPA / Ramsar).
For example, the part of the SPA / Ramsar to the south of Newport is most likely to be visited by Newport
residents. However, given the large core recreational catchment of the SPA / Ramsar in other authorities
(e.g. 7.7km in the section of the SPA / Ramsar relevant to Stroud District when considering only visitors
from Stroud, 17.7km when considering all visitors), it is not justified to discount the possibility that
residents from Torfaen, particularly the geographic area around Cwmbran, will be visiting the SPA /
Ramsar.
The parts of the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar that are most relevant to Torfaen, lie between the urban
centres of Cardiff (population 346,090), Newport (population 145,700) and Chepstow (population
14,195). Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that the SPA / Ramsar is subject to a relatively high level
of existing recreational pressure. Given Torfaen’s distance to the SPA / Ramsar it is likely that it will
contribute relatively little to the overall recreational footprint within the site. Notwithstanding, the HRA
process requires that recreational pressure is considered in-combination, particularly where the
individual contribution of an authority might be inconsequential. It is considered that there currently is
insufficient data for the stretches of the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar most relevant to Torfaen
to enable an assessment of (a) the overall level of recreational pressure in this part of the SPA /
Ramsar and (b) to identify the proportion of visitors, if any, that come from Torfaen. Therefore,
a visitor survey at identified parking access locations was recommended to inform the
Appropriate Assessment of recreational pressure in the Deposit Plan HRA.
In response to this recommendation, the authorities of Torfaen and Monmouthshire (which directly
borders the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar and is also progressing its RLDP) have agreed to jointly
undertake the visitor survey at four access locations along the estuary, to provide in-combination visitor
data for the European site. Two parking access locations relevant to Torfaen (i.e. one location adjacent
to the SPA / Ramsar near the RSPB Newport Wetlands and the car park at the Lighthouse Inn, St.
Brides Wentlodge) will be surveyed. The work has been commissioned and it is anticipated that the
visitor survey will be carried out in February and March 2020, capturing the overwintering period of the
SPA / Ramsar birds. The data will allow an identification of the site’s core recreational catchment and
help establish the contribution of both Torfaen and Monmouthshire to the overall recreational footprint
in the SPA / Ramsar.
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Until more detailed data on the recreational use of the stretch of the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar to
the south of Torfaen is available, adverse effects on the site integrity of the SPA / Ramsar cannot be
excluded. This is therefore to be investigated further for the Deposit Plan and its HRA.

Severn Estuary SAC
As identified in the screening section for LSEs, the Torfaen RLDP might also result in negative impacts
on sensitive habitat features of the Severn Estuary SAC, including the estuary feature, the subtidal
sandbanks, the sand- and mudflats, and the Atlantic salt meadows. In contrast to the SPA / Ramsar
features which would mostly be subject to direct disturbance, the SAC features are likely to be affected
by trampling, erosion, pollution and abrasion associated with boating activities. The estuaries feature of
the SAC is defined as highly vulnerable to physical disturbance and abrasion, which could result from
anchoring, power boats, jet skis, bait digging, littering and walking on sensitive habitat features. In the
intertidal sand- and mudflats, boating, anchoring, trampling and the use of off-road vehicles are most
likely to cause physical disturbance, such as the compaction of substratum. For example, trampling and
the use of vehicles results in the collapse of burrows of clam species, heart urchin and razor shell. Due
to the longevity of these species, these habitats have long recovery rates of up to five years following
such disturbance events. Physical disturbance and abrasion are also key issues for saltmarsh
communities, where they can cause damage to individual plants and change the ecological structure of
the sward. Furthermore, wash arising from boating increases saltmarsh erosion.

Existing Evidence Base
Some useful context for the likely effects of recreational activities on the Severn Estuary SAC can be
drawn from the Lydney visitor survey undertaken in the Forest of Dean. Of the 83 people interviewed in
the study, only 5 visitors (6%) were undertaking boating activities. This indicates that water-based
activities are, compared to other recreational activities, niche activities only undertaken by a small
proportion of the local population. However, this needs to be set into the context of the temporal patterns
of the activity. Interviewees that were boating stated that they were undertaking the activity for long
durations (80% stayed over one hour, 40% stayed longer than four hours) and were visiting relatively
frequently (60% were boating one to three times per week, amounting to a maximum of 180 visits per
year). Therefore, while activities directly damaging the SAC features are relatively infrequent, it is likely
that the area of SAC they potentially affect is disproportionately large. Furthermore, the Lydney visitor
survey highlighted that the Severn Estuary SAC is likely to have a large catchment area with regards
to water-based activities such as boating. Boating was one of the activities for which visitors travelled
furthest to the SAC, with a median distance of 5.3km and a maximum distance of 165.4km. These data
highlight that due regard must be given to activities that potentially affect the Severn Estuary SAC, even
if they are undertaken by relatively few visitors.
Review of satellite imagery on Google Maps indicates that there is only one boating club (Newport
Uskmouth Sailing Club), which potentially provides access to the stretch of the Severn Estuary SAC
that lies south of Newport town. This part of the SAC lies approx. 7.9km to the south of Cwmbran, where
the emerging Torfaen RLDP allocates the largest portion of residential growth. Given the relatively long
distance to Cwmbran, the niche nature of boating (in terms of the proportion of the population engaging
in this activity) and that there are few official access points for boats, it is concluded that the emerging
Torfaen RLDP will not materially increase the recreational pressure arising from boating activities within
the Severn Estuary SAC.
As identified above, recreational activities carried out in the intertidal zone (e.g. walking, dog walking
and bait digging) have the potential to physically disturb the SAC habitats, potentially leading to adverse
effects. The accessibility of the stretch of SAC south of Newport town was therefore assessed on
Google Maps. Between the RSPB Newport Wetlands and Caldicot (to the east of the River Usk’s
confluence with the estuary), the Wales Coast Path runs adjacent to the SAC. However, there is no
ready access from the path onto the intertidal sand- and mudflats. Between the wetlands and Goldcliff,
the coastal path is separated from the SAC by a continuous hedgerow. East of Goldcliff, the coastal
path runs along a seawall, which also prevents access to the SAC habitats. While it cannot be excluded
that a small proportion of visitors will venture into the SAC, it is considered that the existing access
conditions will discourage most people from accessing (and impacting) the SAC.
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In-Combination Assessment and Recommendations for the Deposit Plan
It is generally considered that adverse effects on the site integrity of the Severn Estuary SAC could be
avoided within the remit of an Impact Avoidance Strategy, if such an approach were required and
identified in relation to the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar (see section above). While this would be
primarily designed to mitigate recreational pressure on the SPA / Ramsar features, any suite of
measures could be extended to include SAC features. For example, information boards for the general
public could be enhanced to provide background information on the negative impacts of boating or baitdigging, thereby helping to raise awareness. Furthermore, detailed information about the distribution of
the most important SAC habitats could be provided to encourage that boating visitors avoid such areas.
A Code of Conduct for boaters could be published online, via leaflets and on information boards. For
the Deposit Plan stage of the Torfaen RLDP it is recommended to establish an evidence base regarding
activities that might impact the SAC. This could be achieved through the visitor survey that is already
recommended regarding the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar. Furthermore, mitigation measures tailored
to the SAC could be incorporated into a mitigation strategy, if this was required to protect the SPA’s /
Ramsar’s bird species.
While negative impacts of recreational pressure on the Severn Estuary SAC are unlikely, until more
detailed data on the recreational use of the Severn Estuary SAC to the south of Torfaen is available,
adverse effects on the site integrity of the SAC cannot be excluded. This is therefore to be investigated
further for the Deposit Plan and its HRA.

Usk Bat Sites SAC
Primarily, the Usk Bat Sites SAC is designated for its lesser horseshoe bat population of European
significance. Both the maternity roost and the numerous hibernation sites (e.g. in Agen Allwedd Cave
and Clydach Gorge Cave) are highly sensitive to recreational disturbance due to potential changes to
a variety of habitat conditions, such as ventilation, temperature, light level and noise level.
Given the high sensitivity of this bat species to disturbance, the most important caves have been gated
for conservation reasons, including Agen Allwedd, Craig a Ffynnon and Daren Cilau. Access to these
caves requires prior application for a permit to the Mynydd Llangatwg cave Management Advisory
Committee 115. However, numerous other roost and hibernation sites are not gated and as such
potentially sensitive to higher visitor footfall. However, the BBNP website identifies caving as a
potentially dangerous activity that requires prior consent of a local caving club and the assistance of a
qualified expedition leader 116. Furthermore, the Caves of South Wales website outlines the Cave
Conservation Code, which aims at minimising impacts on cave biota as well as geological formations 117.
In the BBNP visitor survey, Brecon Canal was identified by 154 interviewees (9%) as one of the
destinations during their visit. The Brecon Canal was the closest destination to the Usk Bat Sites SAC
(1.7km) given by interviewees, which may also involve a visit to the SAC. Assuming the same proportion
of Torfaen visitors than that obtained for the whole visitor survey dataset (i.e. 4%), this would imply that
the area of NP in proximity to the Bat Sites SAC is visited by roughly 2 visitors travelling from Torfaen
per every two days (the survey effort in the BBNP). It should also be highlighted that caving was not
among the most popular recreational activities mentioned by interviewees and as such is likely to be
carried out by very few people. Given its specialised nature, it cannot be assumed that this activity is
directly linked to a general increase in the local population, in the same way as dog-walking.
Given the very small number of Torfaen residents that visit the approximate area around the SAC, the
existing access controls (e.g. locked gates) of the most important roost and hibernation caves and the
wider regulation of caving activities, it is considered that the emerging Torfaen RLDP would not result
in adverse effects on the integrity of the caves in the Usk Bat Sites SAC, both alone and in-combination.
The residential growth outlined in the Torfaen RLDP might also result in additional recreational pressure
on various sensitive habitat elements of the Usk Bat Sites SAC. Notably, European dry heath elements
are likely to be negatively impacted by off-trail trampling damage. Undoubtedly, any potential negative
effects of recreation related to the physical modification of habitats, are likely to be linked to the amount
115
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of visitor footfall and the maintenance of the available path network. The Usk Bat Sites SAC lies largely
beyond an easy walking distance (c.1km) of the dwellings likely to be allocated in Torfaen. Car-based
visitors will of course visit sites further afield but scrutiny of the small number of public roads that provide
access into the SAC’s component sites indicates that they are generally narrow, and parking is very
limited, which will inherently control the number of casual visitors. The site will therefore not be a
destination for mass recreational visits arising from Torfaen.
Consulting the results of the BBNP visitor survey, most visitors find that the NP is well managed (92%
agree) and that information about the NP is easy to find before a visit (81% agree). This is important
because it demonstrates the general access conditions in the NP and how easy it is for people to plan
their visits, which crucially includes the planning of hiking or exercising routes. Furthermore, ‘conditions
of upland paths’ (rated highly by 52%), ‘conditions of lowland paths’ (49%) and ‘signage’ (36%) were all
features that were rated highly by interviewees. These results appear to indicate that the path network
in the NP is well managed / maintained. This is important because having a variety of well-maintained
paths to choose from, encourages visitors to stay on paths and reduces off-path trampling damage.
The potential adverse effects of recreational climbing in the SAC are appropriately addressed in the
Core Management Plan of the site. This highlights that climbing in the management units 1 and 2 of the
Mynydd Llangatwg SSSI, a component of the Usk Bat Sites SAC, requires the issue of a permit.
Therefore, the number of climbers affecting the sensitive rocky slopes can be relatively easily controlled.
Like caving, rock climbing is a niche activity undertaken by relatively few people (compared to
mainstream activities such as walking and dog walking). This is reflected in the BBNP visitor
questionnaire, where rock climbing was not among the reported recreational activities. The overall
increase in the number of climbers as a result of the Torfaen RLDP is therefore expected to be limited
and is adequately addressed through the permit system that already operates in the SAC.

In-Combination Assessment
Authorities adjacent to Torfaen, including Blaenau Gwent and Monmouthshire (both authorities that
encompass components of the Usk Bat Sites SAC), would have also had to undertake HRA of their
proposed Plans prior to adoption. For example, the HRAs of the emerging Blaenau Gwent and
Monmouthshire RLDPs both conclude that there are no linking impact pathways between development
in the Plans and the SAC, and the site therefore can be screened out. Furthermore, the HRA of the
currently adopted Blaenau Gwent RLDP did not conclude adverse effects on the Usk Bat Sites SAC
regarding recreational pressure. Given the small additional number of visitors likely arising from the
Torfaen RLDP, it is concluded that the RLDP will not result in adverse effects on the integrity of habitats
in the Usk Bat Sites SAC, in-combination with development Plans in surrounding authorities.

River Usk SAC
The River Usk SAC is a freshwater system that is designated for its plain to montane water course,
several anadromous fish species and otter. Its source lies in upland Wales and it then flows in a southeasterly direction, passing the eastern and southern parts of Torfaen in the adjoining authority of
Monmouthshire. The SAC river runs from the south of Torfaen to its confluence with the Severn Estuary
SPA / Ramsar / SAC.
As highlighted in the LSEs screening section, the Core Management Plan for the River Usk SAC
highlights that recreational pressure is a potential threat to the interest features of the site. For example,
both twaite and allis shad are under pressure from recreational anglers, which sometimes take large
numbers of these species. Rod fishing is also a potential concern for some of the other qualifying fish
species, such as Atlantic salmon. There are several other mechanisms by which SAC features might
be impacted, including disturbance of otters by dog walkers, the cutting of water crowfoot beds for boat
navigation and effects on the riverine system by canoeists (e.g. disturbance of gravel beds that are
used for spawning by the qualifying fish). Given that the Torfaen RLDP allocates additional residential
housing, there is a potential impact pathway potentially linking to the SAC.
Overall, the population increase associated with the emerging Torfaen RLDP might lead to more people
visiting local outdoor spaces, including the River Usk SAC. The RLDP focusses residential growth to
the east of Cwmbran, which is the part of Torfaen that lies closest to the River Usk SAC; approx. 1.2km.
New residents of Torfaen, and particularly inhabitants of Cwmbran, that are interested in undertaking a
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recreational visit at a river, might therefore visit the SAC. Therefore, this HRA assesses suitable access
points and paths at the SAC that might contribute to an increase in recreational pressure.
The Ordnance Survey Map on ViewRanger was consulted to investigate the path network surrounding
the River Usk SAC in the northern part of Newport town. This showed that there are few public rights of
way in this part of the SAC, as much of the land here is developed and directly borders the Usk. Only
one public footpath to the south of the river near the M4, which surrounds the recreation ground was
identified. Furthermore, there are no official boating or canoeing access points in this stretch of the river,
although in practice boats or canoes can be launched from inofficial launching locations at various
places along the bank of the SAC. In its southern-most part towards its confluence with the Severn
Estuary, the River Usk becomes more industrial in nature (there are docks, a power station and several
mills) and is not easily accessible. Overall, compared to stretches further north, particularly in
Monmouthshire, the SAC around Newport appears not to be particularly suitable for undertaking
recreational activities. Notwithstanding, some new residents might choose to visit stretches of the SAC
further north, although these would lie considerably further away (e.g. 7km from Cwmbran) and outside
of typical core recreational catchments for inland European sites.
Canoeing access in both rivers is regulated by the Wye and Usk Foundation 118. The rules set by this
organisation stipulate that canoeing and kayaking can only be undertaken freely in winter, when the
rivers are in spate flow. The Foundation gives clear instructions where paddling is permitted and has
live webcams that show the rivers’ water levels. Restricting boating activities to the winter ensures that
damage to the qualifying species and habitat is minimised. For example, it is less likely that canoeists
will disturb gravel bars in high water flows and restricting high use levels to winter also protects the
spawning period, when the anadromous fish are most sensitive. The Brecon Beacons National Park
website, which promotes canoeing in the River Usk SAC, advises all users to follow both the
Countryside Code 119 and the Waterways Code 120. These Codes of Conduct are designed to raise public
awareness to reduce the disturbance and the pollution of the countryside. Regarding recreational
fishing, catch and release is now promoted by Natural Resources Wales as an angling technique to aid
the conservation of fish stocks. Furthermore, any Atlantic salmon that is caught before the 16th of June
must be returned to the river 121. There are also rod fishing byelaws in place for Wales, detailing the
open seasons for a range of fish species, which are designed to protect the integrity of the fish
populations.
It should be noted that many of the activities discussed here, such as fishing and canoeing, are niche
activities undertaken by relatively few people. While these activities can have very damaging effects,
which is the reason for them being subjected to Appropriate Assessment, they are likely to be
undertaken by a small percentage of the population. For example, only approx. 1.5% of the UK
population engage in recreational fishing 122, which is exceedingly small to popular recreational activities
such as dog walking. It is therefore difficult to draw a direct link between the delivery of new housing in
an area and a significant increase in the number of people that will engage in fishing or canoeing.
Overall, given that the stretch of the SAC closest to Torfaen is not particularly suitable for recreation
and that current regulatory measures of the aforementioned activities are in place, it is concluded that
there will be no adverse effects of the emerging Torfaen RLDP alone on the site integrity of the River
Usk SAC. It is to be noted that there is currently a motion towards introducing new, more protective
catch controls for some of the qualifying fish species supported by the SAC. For example, the River
Usk SAC’s Core Management Plan highlights that exploitation of shad is currently unregulated and that
a cessation of fishing activity might become necessary near known spawning grounds. Controls on
shad catches are currently being considered in the review of freshwater fisheries legislation.
Furthermore, Natural Resources Wales is applying for more protective catch controls on Atlantic
salmon, which are being reviewed by the Welsh Government. The HRA of the Deposit Plan will consider
any changing legislation regarding recreational fishing.

118

https://www.wyeuskfoundation.org/ [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/701188/countrysidecode.pdf [Accessed on the 01/11/2019]
120
http://www.britishwaterways.co.uk/media/documents/publications/Waterways_Code_Leaflet.pdf [Accessed on the
15/01/2020]
121
https://naturalresources.wales/days-out/things-to-do/fishing/?lang=en [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
122
approximately 1 million fishing licences are sold annually in the UK, equating to approximately 1.5% of the UK population;
even assuming that an equal number of people regularly fish without licences that still equates to only 3% of the population
119
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In-Combination Assessment
Authorities adjacent to Torfaen, including Blaenau Gwent and Monmouthshire, have undertaken their
own HRAs in relation to European sites, both alone and in-combination. For example, the HRAs of the
emerging Blaenau Gwent and Monmouthshire RLDPs both concluded that there would be no adverse
effects of the RLDPs on the site integrity of the River Usk SAC, the site therefore being screened out
from Appropriate Assessment. It is therefore concluded that the implementation of the Torfaen RLDP
would not result in adverse effects on the integrity of the River Usk SAC, in-combination with
development Plans in surrounding authorities.

Loss of Functionally Linked Land
The following policies of the emerging Torfaen RLDP have been screened in for Appropriate
Assessment because they allocate residential dwellings and / or employment sites, potentially leading
to the loss of functionally linked land and Likely Significant Effects on several European sites:
•

Strategic Policy S1: Strategic Sustainable Growth (Provision for 5,600 gross (4,800 net) new
dwellings and 50ha of employment land)

•

Strategic Policy S2: Spatial Distribution of Development (Stipulates in which settlements in
Torfaen development will be prioritised)

•

Strategic Policy S3: Strategic Sites (Identifies Strategic Sites to deliver the LDP strategy,
namely Pontypool and Cwmbran))

•

Strategic Policy S8: Delivery of Homes (Provision for a minimum number of 4,800 new homes
with a 15% buffer, totalling 5,600 new dwellings)

•

Strategic Policy S9: Gypsy and Traveller Accommodation (Provision for any unmet residential
need of gypsies and travellers)

•

Strategic Policy S12: Employment Land Strategy (Provision for a minimum of 50ha of
employment land within Torfaen)

Usk Bat Sites SAC
The concept of functionally linked land addresses that mobile qualifying species, such as the lesser
horseshoe bat for which the SAC is designated, are not only dependent on the European site
boundaries, but also on habitat features (e.g. commuting corridors, foraging sites) that are not part of
the formal site designation. Such functionally linked land is considered to be important for maintaining
the integrity of bat populations within European sites. The Usk Bat Sites SAC lies within the adjoining
authorities of Blaenau Gwent and Monmouthshire, but the closest component part of the SAC (the
Siambre Ddu SSSI) lies only 640m to the north of Torfaen’s boundary. The emerging Torfaen RLDP
might therefore result in the loss of land parcels that are functionally linked to the Usk Bat Sites SAC
and due consideration must be given to this impact pathway. Regarding the loss of land that is
functionally linked to the SAC, site allocations in the northern part of Torfaen (e.g. around Blaenavon)
would have the highest potential for negative impacts. However, the RLDP focusses most of the growth
around Pontypool and Cwmbran, which are both relatively far from the Usk Bat Sites SAC.
To assess the impact pathway loss of functionally linked land, an assessment of the behaviour and
habitat requirements of bats is required in the first instance. Most bats are likely to use natural linear
landscape features (e.g. hedges and treelines) to navigate and open areas of grassland for foraging.
Therefore, it is generally the allocation of greenfield sites for development, which is expected to have
the largest potential negative impact on bat populations. Developing greenfield sites could mean that
such features are lost, resulting in the loss of functionally linked land parcels. Conversely, redeveloping
existing brownfield sites is likely to be less damaging because these are generally presumed to have
lower ecological value to the bats. However, it is to be noted that bats also use man-made habitat
features to roost and / or navigate. Therefore, even the conversion of a brownfield site could mean that
functionally linked land is lost. The Torfaen RLDP Preferred Strategy does not contain individual site
allocations and a detailed assessment of land parcels is therefore not possible.
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The linear landscape features and grassland used by bats for navigating, commuting and foraging
provide an adequate starting point for an assessment of functionally linked land. Review of online
satellite imagery on Google Maps indicates that the area north of Blaenavon largely comprises
greenfield land, all of which could be used by lesser horseshoe bats as foraging habitat, thereby
providing functionally linked land to the SAC. For example, the area adjacent to the B4246 comprises
grassland, shrubs and freshwater bodies (e.g. Keeper’s Pond), which is likely to support diverse insect
communities that could be foraged upon by lesser horseshoe bats stemming from the nearby Usk Bat
Sites SAC.
Further scientific evidence relating to the use of functionally linked land is provided by the Bat
Conservation Trust’s Core Sustenance Zones (CSZs) 123, within which habitat preservation will have a
significant influence on the conservation status of a bat species. CSZs are calculated by averaging the
mean-maximum foraging radii across all studies reporting this metric, weighted by the number of bats
tracked in the study. The weighted average is then rounded to the nearest kilometre to reflect the level
of precision in the bat tracking. According to the Trust, lesser horseshoe bats have a CSZ of 2km, which
would place the northern part of Torfaen within the bats’ expected ranging distance. Therefore, given
the scientific knowledge on CSZs, this impact pathway will only have to be reassessed further, if
development is allocated within a 2km buffer zone of the Usk Bat Sites SAC. Any development sites
within these buffers will require further assessment regarding their suitability for and usage by the lesser
horseshoe bats. However, since the Preferred Strategy RLDP does not include individual site
allocations, a detailed site-specific in-combination analysis will have to be undertaken in the HRA of the
Deposit Plan.
If development in the CSZ of the SAC comes forward, it is recommended that the following text (or
similar) is inserted into a suitable policy in the next iteration of the RLDP: ‘To meet the requirements
of the Habitats Directive regarding allocated greenfield sites within the Core Sustenance Zones
(CSZs) of the Usk Bat Sites SAC, the applicant is required to provide evidence that the
development will not result in adverse effects on site integrity. To achieve this, a habitat
assessment will have to be undertaken by a suitably qualified professional. Where habitats are
suitable, a suite of bat surveys (e.g. bat activity surveys, roost emergence surveys) will need to
be undertaken between April and September. Where a land parcel is demonstrably used by SAC
bats, mitigation and avoidance measures might be required, and the planning application will
likely need to be assessed through a project-level Habitats Regulations Assessment’.

Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar
Generally, it is to be noted that the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar covers most of the habitat that is used
by its qualifying bird species, including the wet coastal grazing marsh, improved grassland and open
standing water. However, some of its more mobile waterfowl and wader species, most notably the
Bewick’s swan and the white-fronted goose, might be expected to move the longest distance beyond
the site boundary. The Natural England Advice Note 124 identifies that ‘some species will also use areas
of land and coastal waters outside the boundaries of both the European Marine Site, SPA and Ramsar
site. Relevant authorities need to have regard to such adjacent interests, as they might be affected by
activities taking place within, or adjacent to the European Marine Site.’ Effectively, this statement
highlights that regarding the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar, due consideration must be given to the loss
of functionally linked land. Cwmbran, the area identified as the focal point for development in the
emerging Torfaen RLDP, is also the part of the authority that lies closest to the SPA / Ramsar, at a
distance of approx. 7km. This is within the distance that SPA / Ramsar birds might be expected to travel,
particularly the Bewick’s swan. In contrast, the area around Pontypool, also allocated for development,
lies over 16km from the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar and it is unlikely that any of the SPA’s / Ramsar’s
qualifying species would be travelling that far outside the designated site boundary.
Bewick’s swans feed on several species of soft meadow grasses, including Agrostis stolonifera and
Alopecurus geniculatus that are component species of wet meadows. Some of such habitat features
123

Research published by the Bat Conservation Trust. 2016. Core Sustenance Zones: Determining zone size. Available at:
https://cdn.bats.org.uk/pdf/Resources/Core_Sustenance_Zones_Explained_04.02.16.pdf?mtime=20190219173135 [Accessed
on the 15/01/2020]
124
Published by Natural Resources Wales and Natural England. Available at:
https://naturalresources.wales/media/673887/severn-estuary-sac-spa-and-ramsar-reg-33-advice-from-ne-and-ccw-june-09.pdf
[Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
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might be located outside the European site. The distance travelled to foraging grounds beyond the
boundary of the SPA / Ramsar is likely to depend on the time of year, resource conditions within the
SPA / Ramsar and interspecific competition. Due to a combination of these factors, Bewick’s swans
partially forage in fields at relatively great distances from their roosting locations. A study in the
Netherlands determined that Bewick’s swans foraged in arable fields 7.1km away from their roosts 125.
A review of Google Maps satellite imagery of the area east of Cwmbran highlights that there are several
arable fields within this part of Torfaen to the east of the A4042, in which Bewick’s swans might forage
for leftover grains. This area comprises the least existing development and is most likely to be allocated
for development in the emerging Torfaen RLDP. The presence of suitable habitat would seem to suggest
that some of the fields might be functionally linked to the SPA / Ramsar. However, it is to be noted that
SPA / Ramsar birds are likely to fly the shortest possible distances to find suitable feeding grounds. For
example, there is an abundant supply of arable land to the south of Newport town, directly adjacent to
the SPA / Ramsar, which would involve much shorter distances and energetically much less expensive
flights than trips to the area near Cwmbran. In other regions (e.g. Merseyside), SPA birds travel
considerable distances inland to roost or feed, but that is most likely because the immediate coastal
zone is heavily urbanised. However, in the absence of bird monitoring data for the arable fields in
question, it remains a possibility that the birds are using greenfield sites in southern Torfaen. Bird
surveys for potential functionally linked land parcels to the Severn Estuary have been commissioned
and will be delivered by the end of March 2020 126. If available, the results will be taken into account for
the Deposit Plan HRA.
Depending on the habitat and size of the sites to be allocated in southern Torfaen, a more detailed
assessment will be needed. For example, any arable sites over 2ha would have the potential to support
over 1% of the population of the SPA’s / Ramsar’s qualifying species. Habitat type and parcel size are
generally the parameters that are used for the identification of potential functionally linked land for SPA
/ Ramsar birds. As was relevant for the Usk Bat Sites SAC, the Preferred Strategy RLDP does not
include individual site allocations, which currently pre-empts a detailed site-specific in-combination
analysis. This will have to be undertaken in the HRA of the Torfaen Deposit Plan. However, given that
the area around Cwmbran contains suitable habitat of sufficient size, it is recommended that the
following text (or similar) is inserted into an appropriate policy of the Deposit Plan: ‘To meet the
requirements of the Habitats Directive, the applicant should be required to provide evidence that
the development will not result in adverse effects on the integrity of the Severn Estuary SPA /
Ramsar regarding its qualifying bird species. To demonstrate this, a survey will be required to
determine the habitats to verify if the land parcel is indeed suitable for supporting a significant
population 127 of designated bird species. Where habitats are suitable, non-breeding bird surveys
will be required to determine if the site and neighbouring land constitute a significant area of
supporting habitat. Bird surveys will need to be undertaken during autumn, winter and spring.
If habitat within the site or adjacent land are identified to support significant populations of
designated bird species, avoidance measures and mitigation will be required, and the planning
application will likely need to be assessed through a project-specific Habitats Regulations
Assessment to ensure that the development does not result in adverse effects on integrity.’

Water Quality
The following policies of the emerging Torfaen RLDP have been screened in for Appropriate
Assessment because they allocate residential or employment growth, which might lead to Likely
Significant Effects on freshwater and marine sites through increased sewage effluent and the release
of toxic pollutants:
•

Strategic Policy S1: Strategic Sustainable Growth (Provision for 5,600 gross (4,800 net) new
dwellings and 50ha of employment land)

•

Strategic Policy S2: Spatial Distribution of Development (Stipulates in which settlements in
Torfaen development will be prioritised)

125

Nolet B.A., Bevan R.M., Klaassen M., Langevoord O. & van der Heijden Y.G.J.T. 2002. Habitat switching by Bewick’s
swans: Maximisation of average long-term energy gain? Journal of Animal Ecology 71: 979-993.
126
http://bidstats.uk/tenders/2019/W37/710869319 [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
127
A significant population is classified as a site that regularly used by 1% or more of the population of qualifying bird species
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•

Strategic Policy S3: Strategic Sites (Identifies Strategic Sites to deliver the LDP strategy,
namely Pontypool and Cwmbran))

•

Strategic Policy S8: Delivery of Homes (Provision for a minimum number of 4,800 new homes
with a 15% buffer, totalling 5,600 new dwellings)

•

Strategic Policy S9: Gypsy and Traveller Accommodation (Provision for any unmet residential
need of gypsies and travellers)

•

Strategic Policy S12: Employment Land Strategy (Provision for a minimum of 50ha of
employment land within Torfaen)

River Usk SAC
The River Usk SAC is designated for several features that are dependent on water quality. For example,
the Ranunculion fluitantis and Callitricho-Batrachion vegetation elements are highly dependent on good
water quality status. Under high nutrient conditions, the growth of algae and the risk of eutrophication
increases. In turn the excessive growth of epiphytic algae is likely to suppress the flowering of aquatic
plants. However, unfavourable water quality status will also affect the fish species that the SAC is
designated for. For example, both sea and brook lampreys require clear, well-oxygenated water for
spawning, and eutrophication associated with domestic sewage effluent will reduce their spawning
success. Atlantic salmon also need high water quality, particularly high dissolved oxygen levels, for
survival. Maintaining the good chemical status within the river is therefore integral to protecting their
integrity.
The River Usk rises on the northern slopes of the Black Mountain and flows 125km in a south-easterly
direction through the towns of Brecon, Crickhowell, Abergavenny and Usk, before discharging into the
Severn estuary at Newbridge. The SAC comprises a long narrow catchment, partly owed to the
surrounding rugged terrain that receives inflow from various tributaries. The Usk Management
Catchment Summary published by Natural Resources Wales shows that Blaenavon, Pontypool and
Cwmbran all lie within the catchment of the SAC, near tributaries ultimately discharging water into the
River Usk. The emerging Torfaen RLDP identifies both Pontypool and Cwmbran as focal areas for
strategic residential and employment growth, which will result in the increased production of wastewater
in this part of Torfaen. It is expected that new housing in Torfaen will be served by the Eastern Valley
Trunk Sewer, which runs from Blaenavon in the north to Ponthir WwTW in the south. Treated sewage
effluent is likely to be either directly discharged into the River Usk SAC, or into tributaries feeding it. As
such, there is a clear linking impact pathway between the new development, particularly in Cwmbran,
and the SAC.
The Core Management Plan for the River Usk SAC indicates that the most significant source of water
pollution is agriculture, including the input of fertiliser run-off, livestock manure, silage effluent and soil
erosion from ploughed land. However, it also states that discharge from sewage treatment works, urban
drainage systems and other urban sources are also significant sources of aquatic pollution and require
consideration. To assess the likely impacts of sewage discharge on the SAC, it is important in
establishing the rivers’ current performance in relation to the Environment Agency’s water quality
standards. For example, targets of 0.06 mg/l for phosphorus and 80% saturation for dissolved oxygen
have been set for the River Usk SAC, to protect the integrity of the site. The Usk catchment
management summary 128 highlights that out of 45 river water bodies, eight fail to achieve good chemical
status due to pollution from sewage and waste water. A particular cause of concern is the Llwyd
operational catchment, a sub-catchment of the Usk, where four of the five water bodies fail to reach
their water quality target.
It is noted that the emerging Torfaen RLDP already contains some broad policy wording that protects
the water quality within the authority from adverse effects. Strategic Policy S16 (Green Infrastructure)
stipulates that development proposals ‘must maintain, protect and enhance the integrity and
connectivity of Torfaen’s green infrastructure, landscape and biodiversity assets through … v) Flood
Attenuation and Water Resource Management’. While this does not specifically protect the River Usk
SAC’s water quality, it provides high-level protection to water resources as a whole. Furthermore,
128
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Strategic Policy S17 (Conservation and enhancement of the natural, built and historic
environment) outlines that development proposals should seek to ‘ensure the conservation and
enhancement of the Natural, Built & Historic Environment of Torfaen, in particular: a) Biodiversity
resources… c) Water environment’.
In Wales, the water quality of rivers is protected through the Review of Consents process agreed upon
by the Environment Agency Wales. This sets out the volume of sewage effluent that can be discharged
into local watercourses by WwTWs, including thresholds for the discharge of phosphate, nitrogen,
dissolved oxygen, biological oxygen demand and ammonia. WwTWs have a permitted headroom,
based on their ability to process additional sewage effluent whilst remaining within the consented
volume of discharge and water chemistry thresholds. These discharge consents are developed in
consideration of the SAC’s qualifying feature and therefore remaining within the permitted headroom
would mean that there will be no adverse effects on the site integrity of the River Usk SAC. In a
consultation response, Dwr Cymru stated that all of Torfaen is served by Ponthir WwTW 129.
Furthermore, it was confirmed that Ponthir has sufficient headroom to accommodate the sewage
effluent from the 3,325 new dwellings (excluding commitments and completions) delivered during the
RLDP period.
Additionally, in order to demonstrate deliverability of appropriate wastewater treatment infrastructure, it
is recommended to insert the following text (or similar) into an appropriate policy of the Deposit Plan:
‘Regarding new residential and employment development it is ensured that new growth can be
accommodated within the existing wastewater treatment infrastructure network. Where
allocated development exceeds the permitted headroom of any Wastewater Treatment Works
(WwTW), the development will be delivered in phases to ensure that the consented discharge is
not exceeded.’ Given that sufficient WwTW infrastructure in Torfaen exists, it is concluded that there
would not be adverse effects on the site integrity of the River Usk SAC regarding water quality.

In-Combination Assessment
It is to be noted that the evidence used to set the thresholds for aquatic parameters (e.g. dissolved
oxygen, nitrogen) is derived from an in-combination approach that aims at protecting the integrity of the
riverine SACs. The Environment Agency’s Review of Consents process sets wastewater discharge
limits for WwTWs within Torfaen, while accounting for discharged effluent arising from development
allocated within the Plans of adjacent authorities. As such, the impact pathway water quality is by
definition assessed in-combination with growth in other authorities. Furthermore, the HRAs of the
adopted Local Development Plans of surrounding authorities (e.g. Blaenau Gwent and Monmouthshire)
concluded there were no adverse impacts of the Plans on the River Usk SAC. Therefore, it is concluded
that there would be no adverse effects on the site integrity of the River Usk SAC regarding water quality,
in-combination with other Plans.

Severn Estuary SAC
The Severn Estuary SAC is designated for several habitats and species, which are potentially sensitive
to a deterioration in water quality. The estuary and the subtidal sandbanks habitats are both considered
sensitive to changes in nutrient loading in principle, however due to the high turbidity of water in the
SAC, algal productivity is generally low except for very localised hotspots. However, the sand- and
mudflats present in the SAC are highly vulnerable to increasing nutrient loading. One consequence of
increased nutrient input is the growth of green seaweeds and reduced oxygenation in the mudflats.
Importantly, at high nutrient enrichment levels, species diversity declines with a modal shift to fewer, but
pollution tolerant species. The Atlantic salt meadows habitat component is also highly vulnerable to
nutrient enrichment. Elevated concentrations of phosphorus and, particularly, nitrogen lead to the
dominance of some seaweed species with an adverse effect on glasswort and the overall structure of
the sward. All additional treated sewage effluent discharge arising from development allocated in the
emerging Torfaen RLDP is likely to ultimately enter the Severn Estuary SAC, because it enters indirectly,
via the River Usk SAC and its tributaries (see previous section of the Appropriate Assessment). The
impact of different point sources of treated wastewater is likely to depend on their distance to the SAC.

129

Dwr Cymru Welsh Water. Torfaen County Borough Council Replacement Local Development Plan – Wastewater Treatment
Work Capacity. Consultation response letter dated 22nd January 2020.
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The underlying mechanism through which water quality impacts of development may be ameliorated,
is the process of pollutant attenuation. Importantly, catchment-scale modelling has shown that the total
nitrogen and total phosphorus load within watercourses is generally attenuated within a few tens of
kilometres 130. Another study demonstrated that 100% of the nitrogen and phosphorus loads was
attenuated within a 5km section of a coastal watershed 131. It is to be noted that pollutant attenuation is
a complex process and dependent on various site-specific conditions, but these attenuation distances
nevertheless serve as a useful starting point for an Appropriate Assessment of the impact pathway
water quality.
The emerging Torfaen RLDP identifies two main areas for strategic growth, namely Pontypool in the
centre of the authority and Cwmbran in southern Torfaen, the area identified for the largest portion of
growth. Assuming that wastewater from the net new residential dwellings and employment sites in
Torfaen would be treated and discharged locally, the wastewater effluent from the southernmost
allocations in Cwmbran (the most relevant to water quality in the Severn Estuary SAC) would enter the
River Usk approx. 14km upstream of the SAC. Given the above cited distances for nutrient attenuation,
it is assumed that phosphorus and nitrogen in wastewater discharge from Torfaen are unlikely to have
significant water quality impacts in the SAC. Growth allocated north of Cwmbran, for example in
Pontypool, lies even further from the SAC and is therefore even less likely to affect the estuary.
However, it is considered that any adverse effects on the Severn Estuary SAC regarding water quality
are addressed through the Environment Agency’s Review of Consents process (see previous
Appropriate Assessment on water quality in the River Usk SAC). Given that this process considers the
qualifying features of European sites, it also ensures that the permitted headroom of WwTWs does not
damage the integrity of the Severn Estuary SAC. In relation to the River Usk SAC, Dwr Cymru’s letter 132
already identified that there is sufficient headroom at Ponthir WwTW (the only sewage treatment plant
serving Torfaen) to accommodate all new growth forthcoming in the RLDP period. By inference,
remaining within the permitted headroom will also protect the integrity of the Severn Estuary SAC, which
is in hydrological continuity with the River Usk SAC.
The text that was recommended to protect the water quality in the River Usk SAC would also help
prevent water quality impacts in the estuary: ‘Regarding new residential and employment
development it is ensured that new growth can be accommodated within the existing wastewater
treatment infrastructure network. Where allocated development exceeds the permitted
headroom of any Wastewater Treatment Works (WwTW), the development will be delivered in
phases to ensure that the consented discharge is not exceeded.’ Given that sufficient WwTW
infrastructure in Torfaen exists, it is concluded that there would be no adverse effects of the Plan on the
integrity of the Severn Estuary SAC regarding the impact pathway water quality.

In-Combination Assessment
Numerous authorities border the Severn Estuary SAC, including Newport, Forest of Dean and South
Gloucestershire. Development allocated within the Plans of these authorities therefore has the potential
to affect the water quality in the Severn Estuary SAC in-combination. However, as a legal requirement,
HRAs have been undertaken on all these Plans, assessing in-combination effects on European sites.
The HRAs have concluded that there will be no in-combination effects on the water quality in the Severn
Estuary SAC. For example, the HRA of the Newport RLDP concluded that the proposed schemes would
have no in-combination effects on the Severn Estuary SAC due to there being no local waterways
connecting to the SAC. Given the evidence in the relevant HRAs, it is concluded that there would be no
adverse effects of the Torfaen RLDP on the site integrity of the Severn Estuary SAC regarding the
impact pathway water quality, in-combination with other Plans.

130
Bray E.N., Chen X. & Keller A.A. 2010. Instream attenuation of nitrogen and phosphorus in non-point source dominated
streams: Hydrologic and biogeochemical controls. AGU Fall Meeting Abstracts.
131
Ensign S.H., McMillan S.K., Thompson S.P. & Piehler M.F. 2006. Nitrogen and phosphorus attenuation within the stream
network of a coastal, agricultural watershed. Journal of Environmental Quality 35: 1237-1247.
132
Dwr Cymru Welsh Water. Torfaen County Borough Council Replacement Local Development Plan – Wastewater Treatment
Work Capacity. Consultation response letter dated 22nd January 2020.
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Water Quantity, Level and Flow
The following policies of the emerging Torfaen Local Development Plan have been screened in for
Appropriate Assessment because they allocate residential or employment growth, leading to an
increased water abstraction from local water resources and potentially Likely Significant Effects on
European sites through changes to the water quantity, level and flow:
•

Strategic Policy S1: Strategic Sustainable Growth (Provision for 5,600 gross (4,800 net) new
dwellings and 50ha of employment land)

•

Strategic Policy S2: Spatial Distribution of Development (Stipulates in which settlements in
Torfaen development will be prioritised)

•

Strategic Policy S3: Strategic Sites (Identifies Strategic Sites to deliver the LDP strategy,
namely Pontypool and Cwmbran))

•

Strategic Policy S8: Delivery of Homes (Provision for a minimum number of 4,800 new homes
with a 15% buffer, totalling 5,600 new dwellings)

•

Strategic Policy S9: Gypsy and Traveller Accommodation (Provision for any unmet residential
need of gypsies and travellers)

•

Strategic Policy S12: Employment Land Strategy (Provision for a minimum of 50ha of
employment land within Torfaen)

River Usk SAC
As highlighted in the screening section for Likely Significant Effects, the River Usk SAC depends on
naturally fluctuating hydrological regimes with annual fluctuations in water volume and current velocity.
While a certain degree of variability is desirable, the changes in water flow and level need to remain
within natural limits and in accordance with the life cycle of the SAC’s qualifying features. For example,
Atlantic salmon require changing water depth depending on its life stage. During the spawning and
incubation periods, the water depth should be 15 – 75 cm, suitable fry habitat should be below 20 cm
in depth and parr habitat between 20 – 40 cm. Major water abstractions are also likely to reduce the
maximum river flows in the migratory period and on a diurnal timescale, resulting in the exposure of
lamprey nests and nursey areas above the water level. Furthermore, the flow conditions are highly
important in enabling anadromous fish to reach their spawning grounds and ensuring that juveniles are
not washed into marine water prematurely. Overall, the natural flow regime within the SAC maintains
the characteristic biotope mosaic that is necessary to maintain the biological integrity of the site. The
main target for the rivers is to maintain 90% of the naturalised daily mean flow throughout the year.
An investigation into water resources, level and flow requires, in the first instance, the consideration of
the available water resources in area. The available resources then need to be set into the context of
the current and future exploitation rates. Based on the Environment Agency’s water stress classification
system, the rivers are located within a wider area of low water stress 133. Irrespective of this, water
abstraction for domestic water supply is the most important pressure on the water volumes in the River
Usk catchment. For example, in the Usk the public water supply accounts for 94% of the catchment’s
total annual abstraction 134. This abstraction accounts for a large proportion of the potable water supply
across south-east Wales and is transported across the region through an intensive system of water
transport infrastructure. This water abstraction system is augmented by six public water supply
impoundment reservoirs within the catchment. At low flow conditions, potentially prohibitive of
abstraction, these reservoirs discharge water into the ‘low flow’ Usk for abstraction further downstream.

133

Environment Agency. 2013. Water stressed areas – Final classification. Available at:
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/244333/water-stressedclassification-2013.pdf [Accessed on the 15/01/2020]
134
Natural resources Wales. 2017. River Usk Abstraction Licensing Strategy. Available at:
https://naturalresources.wales/media/682209/river-usk-abstraction-licensing-strategy-july-2017.pdf [Accessed on the
15/01/2020]
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In 2019, Welsh Water, the company responsible for the potable water supply in Wales, published its
final Water Resources Management Plan (WRMP) for the period between 2010 and 2050 135. This
strategic report primarily exists to ensure that there is sufficient potable water to supply future housing
growth in Wales (considering factors such as climate change) and that water abstraction is undertaken
sustainably, particularly during dry periods when the impact of water abstraction is likely to be greatest.
The water supply area of Dwr Cymru Welsh Water is divided into three regions (North Wales, South
West Wales, South East Wales), which are further subdivided into Water Resource Zones (WRZs).
Development allocated in the emerging Torfaen RLDP falls entirely within the South East Wales
Conjunctive Use System (SEWCUS), the largest of the WRZs with approx. 40% of the total demand in
Wales.
The potable water supply in the SEWCUS WRZ is abstracted from the downstream reaches of both the
River Usk and the River Wye catchments, indicating that water supplying development in Torfaen’s
main growth areas will be derived from a combination of the two SACs. However, the WRMP
demonstrates that the supply demand balance for the zone is in surplus for its planning period between
2020 and 2050. The reported baseline deployable output is 422 MI/d, which is higher than the maximum
demand (approx. 395 MI/d) modelled for any of the years covered by the WRMP. Overall, the WRMP
covers the entire planning period of the Torfaen RLDP, and thus the growth allocated therein. It is
therefore considered that implementation of the RLDP would not negatively impact the water quantity,
level and flow within the River Usk SAC.
The Core Management Plans for the SAC, published by Natural Resources Wales, highlights the
potential impact that a few major abstractions (if fully utilised) might have on flow conditions within these
rivers. Due to this, the Review of Consents process has set flow targets to remove effects of this impact
pathway on the qualifying fish species (for example as detailed in Annex 1 of the Core Management
Plan for the River Usk SAC). This process uses recent daily mean flow data to set abstraction license
conditions and hourly maximum abstraction rates to reduce human-induced diurnal flow variations. Of
particular significance for the SAC features is the inclusion of hands-off flow conditions. Hands-off flow
conditions mark the water threshold that is required to maintain the ecological integrity of the SAC,
below which any abstraction activities must be stopped. Overall, due to the projected headroom in
Torfaen’s WRZ and the principle of Hands-off Flow, it is concluded that the emerging Torfaen RLDP will
not result in adverse effects on the integrity of the River Usk SAC regarding the impact pathway water
quantity, level and flow.
As outlined in the previous section, the emerging Torfaen RLDP (see Policies S16 and S17) already
contains some broad policy wording that protects European sites, which are reliant on water supply,
from adverse effects. It is acknowledged that these policies provide some basic protection to the River
Usk SAC regarding adverse effects on its water quantity, level and flow. However, due to the sensitivity
of this SAC to water abstraction, it is recommended that specific reference to the River Usk SAC and
the relevant flow targets established by Natural Resources Wales is made in the policy. The following
text could be added to a relevant policy in the Deposit Plan: ‘Any development proposals have to
ensure that there will be no adverse effects on the River Usk SAC regarding water quantity, level
and flow. In particular, development will not be permitted if it cannot be accommodated under
the Review of Consents for flow in these rivers, including the maximum permissible percentage
reduction from naturalised flow levels and hands-off flow conditions.’

In-Combination Assessment
Similar to the evidence base for the water quality impact pathway, the thresholds for abstraction licenses
and hand-off flows are set according to an in-combination approach, such that the integrity of the riverine
SAC is protected. As such, the impact pathway water quantity, level and flow, is by definition assessed
in-combination with growth in other authorities. Abiding by these thresholds, which account for the most
accurate available scientific evidence, therefore implies that there will be no adverse impacts incombination with the growth in surrounding authorities. Furthermore, the HRAs of adopted Local
Development Plans of surrounding authorities (e.g. those for Powys, Blaenau Gwent and
Monmouthshire) concluded there were no adverse impacts of the Plans on the River Usk SAC. It is
therefore concluded that there would be no adverse effects of the emerging Torfaen RLDP on the site
135
Dwr Cymru Welsh Water. 2019. Final Water Resources Management Plan 2019. Available at:
https://www.dwrcymru.com/en/My-Water/Water-Resources/Final-Water-Resources-Management-Plan-2019.aspx [Accessed on
the 15/01/2020]
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integrity of the River Usk SAC regarding water quantity, level and flow, even in-combination with other
Plans.

Severn Estuary SAC
The Severn Estuary SAC includes habitats and species that are likely to be sensitive to changes in the
water quantity and flow rate. The primary mechanism by which the emerging Torfaen RLDP could affect
this would be a change in the water quantity supplied by the Rivers Usk, most likely a reduction in
freshwater input due to water abstraction for the public water supply of new development. For example,
the estuary, and the sand- and mudflat habitats are sensitive to changes in water flow rates, which might
potentially lead to sediment accretion or erosion in certain locations. Similarly, the Atlantic salt meadow
components might be sensitive to a reduction in water flow rates because of the increased deposition
rates of sediments in the habitat. The sensitivity of the Severn Estuary SAC also extends to its animal
species, which will depend on sufficient hydrological input to migrate up the River Usk SAC. While many
of the qualifying features of the SAC are sensitive to changes in salinity, this mainly relates to reduced
salinity within the estuary, for example as a consequence of heavy rainfall events. There is no
mechanism by which the Torfaen RLDP could trigger a reduction in the salinity of the SAC, and this is
therefore not discussed further in this HRA. Changes to the water flow rate within an estuary can be
associated with a multitude of further impact pathways, including substratum loss, smothering and
changes in wave exposure, and often interact with coastal squeeze. However, in its current form, the
emerging Torfaen RLDP does not propose for development that might directly affect these processes
in the SAC. The remainder of this section therefore addresses whether the RLDP might affect the water
flow rate within the Severn Estuary SAC.
As discussed in detail in the Appropriate Assessment section on the River Usk SAC, the emerging
Torfaen RLDP will increase the water abstraction from the River Usk, which may affect the water flow
rate in the river and, potentially, the water flow rate downstream in the estuarine SAC. However, Dwr
Cymru’s WRMP (see previous section) concludes that the water supply for Torfaen is in surplus for the
entire planning period, indicating that the water can be supplied without an adverse effect on linked
European sites. Furthermore, the Review of Consents process undertaken in relation to the River Usk
SAC, ensures that the flow will not deviate significantly from natural conditions. While the Review of
Consents process was carried out to protect the integrity of the River Usk, maintaining its natural flow
conditions will also maintain an appropriate freshwater input into the Severn Estuary SAC. In turn, this
ensures that the water flow rate and the hydrological connectivity within the SAC will not adversely
affect qualifying habitats (e.g. Atlantic salt meadows) or species (e.g. twaite shad, lampreys). For
example, the maintenance of freshwater flow into the SAC will provide hydrological connectivity for
anadromous fish species to migrate from the estuary to their upstream spawning grounds. Therefore,
given that the policy wording recommended in the previous section (impact pathway water quantity,
level and flow in relation to the River Usk SAC) is incorporated into the Deposit Plan, it is concluded
that the emerging Torfaen RLDP will not result in adverse effects on the integrity of the Severn Estuary
SAC regarding the impact pathway water quantity, level and flow.

In-Combination Assessment
Numerous authorities border the Severn Estuary SAC, including Newport, Forest of Dean and South
Gloucestershire. Development allocated within the Plans of these authorities therefore has the potential
to affect the water quantity, level and flow in the Severn Estuary SAC in-combination. However, as a
legal requirement, HRAs have been undertaken on all these Plans, assessing in-combination effects
on European sites. The HRAs have concluded that there will be no in-combination effects on the water
quantity, level and flow in the Severn Estuary SAC. For example, the HRA of the Newport RLDP
concluded that the proposed schemes would have no in-combination effects on the Severn Estuary
SAC due to there being no waterways connecting to the SAC. Given the evidence in the relevant HRAs,
it is concluded that there would be no adverse effects of the emerging Torfaen RLDP on the site integrity
of the Severn Estuary SAC regarding the impact pathway water quantity, level and flow, even incombination with other Plans.
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7. Summary of Conclusions & Recommendations
Due to the relatively limited detail available in this Preferred Strategy RLDP (e.g. no site allocations and
only some policy wording is available) and scientific data, it is not possible to undertake a fully
conclusive Appropriate Assessment at this stage. For example, there is currently no data regarding the
recreation patterns in the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar, and Torfaen’s contributions (if any) to this.
Furthermore, a full list of site allocations is not yet available, and it is therefore not possible to assess
whether any habitats for qualifying birds or bats might be affected. However, such detail is essential to
undertake Appropriate Assessments of the impact pathways recreational pressure and loss of
functionally linked land. Therefore, this HRA assesses the limited policy wording and information on
Strategic Growth Areas that is already available. It comprises a preliminary Appropriate Assessment of
some impact pathways and provides initial recommendations on how to mitigate potential adverse
effects of the RLDP on European sites through additional policy wording.

Impact pathway: Recreational pressure
Given the precedence set by authorities that border the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar in England and
considering the typical core recreational catchments for estuarine sites in other parts of England, it is
considered that Torfaen residents might contribute to the overall recreational footprint in the SPA /
Ramsar. It is recommended that further data on the recreational patterns in the SPA / Ramsar are
acquired. A preliminary assessment indicates that there are suitable potential locations (notably two
parking locations, because the distance from Torfaen to the SPA / Ramsar is too far to walk) in the
authority of Newport, which might be used by Torfaen residents to access the SPA / Ramsar. Therefore,
a visitor survey was recommended to establish Torfaen’s contribution to recreational pressure
in the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar (and SAC).
The authorities of Torfaen and Monmouthshire (which directly borders the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar
and is also progressing its RLDP) have agreed to jointly undertake the visitor survey at four access
locations along the estuary, to provide in-combination visitor data for the European site. The work is
currently being commissioned and it is anticipated that the visitor survey will be carried out in February
and March 2020, capturing the overwintering period of the SPA / Ramsar birds. The data will allow an
identification of the site’s core recreational catchment and help establish the contribution of both Torfaen
and Monmouthshire to the overall recreational footprint in the SPA / Ramsar. The impact pathway
recreational pressure will be further investigated in the Deposit Plan HRA.
If the visitor data indicate it is necessary, it is recommended that Torfaen develop an Interim Impact
Avoidance Strategy (similar to the one that has been devised for Stroud) in collaboration with other
authorities within the core recreational catchment of the SPA / Ramsar (e.g. Monmouthshire), setting
out mitigation measures (i.e. SANG and SAMM) in relation to the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar.

Impact pathway: Loss of functionally linked land
The HRA determined that adverse effects on the Usk Bat Sites SAC and the Severn Estuary SPA /
Ramsar regarding functionally linked land cannot be excluded. Given that site allocations are not yet
available, the definitive Appropriate Assessment for this impact pathway will be undertaken in the
Deposit Plan HRA. However, in the event that development sites within the CSZ for lesser horseshoe
bats are allocated, it is recommended that the following text (or similar) is inserted into a suitable policy
in the next iteration of the RLDP: ‘To meet the requirements of the Habitats Directive regarding
allocated greenfield sites within the Core Sustenance Zones (CSZs) of the Usk Bat Sites SAC,
the applicant is required to provide evidence that the development will not result in adverse
effects on site integrity. To achieve this, a habitat assessment will have to be undertaken by a
suitably qualified professional. Where habitats are suitable, a suite of bat surveys (e.g. bat
activity surveys, roost emergence surveys) will need to be undertaken between April and
September. Where a land parcel is demonstrably used by SAC bats, mitigation and avoidance
measures might be required, and the planning application will likely need to be assessed
through a project-level Habitats Regulations Assessment’.
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The Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar is designated for overwintering birds that may range long distances
to forage in winter. While Torfaen lies relatively far from the SPA / Ramsar (approx. 7km) and there is
arable land in other authorities much closer to the European site, it is recommended that the following
wording is inserted into an appropriate policy of the Deposit Plan as precautionary measure, to help
protect the SPA’s / Ramsar’s integrity: ‘To meet the requirements of the Habitats Directive, the
applicant should be required to provide evidence that the development will not result in adverse
effects on the integrity of the Severn Estuary SPA / Ramsar regarding its qualifying bird species.
To demonstrate this, a survey will be required to determine the habitats and current site use to
verify if the land parcel is indeed suitable for supporting a significant population 136 of designated
bird species. Where habitats are suitable, non-breeding bird surveys will be required to
determine if the site and neighbouring land constitute a significant area of supporting habitat.
Bird surveys will need to be undertaken during autumn, winter and spring. If habitat within the
site or adjacent land are identified to support significant populations of designated bird species,
avoidance measures and mitigation will be required, and the planning application will likely need
to be assessed through a project specific Habitats Regulations Assessment to ensure that the
development does not result in adverse effects on integrity.’

Impact pathway: Water quality
Dwr Cymru (Welsh Water) have confirmed that Ponthir WwTW has sufficient headroom to
accommodate new residential growth delivered in the RLDP period. Notwithstanding, it is recommended
that the following policy wording (or similar) is inserted into an appropriate policy of the Deposit Plan to
ensure that the River Usk SAC and the Severn Estuary SAC / SPA / Ramsar is protected from adverse
effects relating to the input of treated sewage effluent: ‘Regarding new residential and employment
development it is ensured that new growth can be accommodated within the existing wastewater
treatment infrastructure network. Where allocated development exceeds the permitted
headroom of any Wastewater Treatment Works (WwTW), the development will be delivered in
phases to ensure that the consented discharge is not exceeded.’

Impact pathway: Water quantity, level and flow
Due to the sensitivity of the River Usk SAC to changes in the hydrological flow regime, primarily as a
consequence of water abstraction for the public water supply, it is recommended that specific reference
to this site and its relevant flow target is made within a relevant policy. It is recommended that the
following text (or similar) is added to the Deposit Plan: ‘Any development proposals have to ensure
that there will be no adverse effects on the site integrity of the River Usk SAC, regarding water
quantity, level and flow. In particular, development will not be permitted if it cannot be
accommodated under the Review of Consents for flow in these rivers, including the maximum
permissible percentage reduction from naturalised flow levels and hands-off flow conditions.’

136

A significant population is classified as a site that regularly used by 1% or more of the population of qualifying bird species
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8. Appendices
Appendix 1: Map of the European sites within 15km of the boundary of Torfaen County Borough.
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Appendix 2: Screening of the Plan’s Strategic Policies
The table presents an HRA screening assessment of all the Strategic Policies within the Preferred Strategy for Torfaen. Where policies have been coloured green in the
‘Test of Likely Significant Effect’ column, this indicates that the policy does not contain potential impact pathways linking to European sites and therefore has been screened
out from further consideration. Where a policy has been coloured orange in the ‘Test of Likely Significant Effect’ column, this indicates that the policy provides for potential
impact pathways linking to European designated sites and has been screened in for Appropriate Assessment.

Policy number/ name

Policy detail

Test of Likely Significant Effect

Strategic & Spatial Choices
Outcome 1: Creating Sustainable Places and Placemaking
Strategic Policy S1: Strategic
Sustainable Growth

In order to meet Torfaen’s objective of Creating safe, confident communities and develop
economic resilience, between 2018 and 2033 the plan will make provision for:
• 50ha land for employment and business purposes (use classes B1, B2 and B8); and
• 5,600 homes to meet a housing requirement of 4,800 homes.
This development will be distributed in accordance with the spatial strategy set out in Policies
S8 and S12.

Likely Significant Effects on European sites
cannot be excluded.
This policy identifies the quantum of 5,600
gross (4,800 net) new dwellings and 50ha of
employment land) to be provided in Torfaen
during the Plan period of 2018-2033. This
increase in the local population and
employment sector would be associated with
several impact pathways, such as an increase
in the usage of recreational resources.
Potential impact pathways are present:
• Atmospheric pollution
• Recreational pressure
• Loss of functionally linked land
• Water quality
• Water quantity, level and flow
• Noise and visual disturbance from
urbanization (e.g. construction,
light pollution)
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Due to these potential linking impact
pathways the policy is screened in for
Appropriate Assessment.
Strategic Policy S2: Spatial
Distribution of Development

In order to deliver safe, confident communities and promote community cohesion new
development will be distributed based on supporting and developing the roles and
functions of the following settlements as detailed in the RLDP Strategy:
• Cwmbran
• Pontypool
• North Torfaen
(Details of roles and functions of settlements based on update of existing LDP Section 4.2)

Likely Significant Effects on European sites
cannot be excluded.
While this policy does not identify a quantum
of growth, it stipulates in which settlements in
Torfaen development will be prioritised during
the Plan period of 2018-2033. The location of
development will determine its geographic
proximity to European sites, and thus the
magnitude of any potentially linking impact
pathways.
Potential impact pathways are present:
• Atmospheric pollution
• Recreational pressure
• Loss of functionally linked land
• Water quality
• Water quantity, level and flow
• Noise and visual disturbance from
urbanization (e.g. construction,
light pollution)
Therefore, as a precautionary measure and
due to these potential linking impact
pathways, the policy is screened in for
Appropriate Assessment.

Strategic Policy S3: Strategic
Sites
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Strategic Sites to deliver the RLDP Strategy are identified at:
•
•
•

Likely Significant Effects on European sites
cannot be excluded.

Pontypool College, Pontypool;
County Hall & Police HQ, Cwmbran;
Llantarnam Business Park, Cwmbran;

This policy identifies that Strategic Sites will
be allocated throughout Torfaen, to aid the
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•
•

Llanfrechfa Strategic Action Area (SAA1), Cwmbran; and
Craig-y-felin Strategic Action Area (SAA2), Pontypool.

(Details of the sites and proposals are included in Appendix 1)

delivery of housing and employment across
the authority. Three of the five Strategic Sites
are in Cwmbran, an existing town in the south
of Torfaen. Two of the sites lie in Pontypool in
the centre of the authority. Focussing the
location of development in the south of
Torfaen might mean that recreational demand
will be highest in the south of the authority in
relatively close proximity to the Severn
Estuary SPA / Ramsar.
Potential impact pathways are present:
• Atmospheric pollution
• Recreational pressure
• Loss of functionally linked land
• Water quality
• Water quantity, level and flow
• Noise and visual disturbance from
urbanization (e.g. construction,
light pollution)
Due to these potential linking impact
pathways the policy is screened in for
Appropriate Assessment.

Strategic
Policy
S4:
Managing Settlement Form –
Urban Boundaries

Urban boundaries are identified on the Proposals Map to promote the full and effective use
of urban land by defining the boundary between urban and countryside areas in order to:
a) allow for development which would contribute to the creation and maintenance of
sustainable communities in accordance with the LDP Strategy; and
b) define the urban area, within which there is a presumption in favour of sustainable
development, taking into account material planning considerations.
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Development proposals in the countryside will be dealt with in line with relevant LDP
policies and national planning policy.

The policy does not specify any quantum or
location of housing and / or employment
development. Furthermore, there are no other
mechanisms by which European sites might
be affected.
Overall, there are no impact pathways present
and this policy can thus be screened out from
Appropriate Assessment.

Strategic
Policy
S5:
Sustainable Placemaking and
Design Context

All development shall evidence the highest standards of sustainable placemaking, taking
into account local distinctiveness and landscape character, the highest possible quality of
design, minimising the need for energy by way of site / building layout, prioritising active
travel modes and connections, and ensuring appropriate green infrastructure including key
ecological / biodiversity features, open space, recreation facilities and SuDS. Torfaen
County Borough benefits from three distinct character areas and these must form the
context for proposed development schemes as follows:
a) The town of Blaenavon and its environs designated as Blaenavon Industrial Landscape
World Heritage Site characterised by high density residential terraces supporting the
former coal mining industry. The social and physical legacy of the intense industrial
activity of the locality should be reflected in any design response to a site.
b) The linear section of North to Mid Torfaen including the settlements of Abersychan and
Pontypool and their surrounding neighbourhoods is strongly connected to the industrial
heritage of the locality with an ingrained association of neighbourhood and community
that must be addressed in development proposals.
c) The New Town of Cwmbran features a comprehensively planned network of seven
neighbourhoods around a central employment and retail core. The new town features a
high proportion of open space which serves as a green infrastructure and active
movement network. At the time of its construction, Cwmbran promoted innovative and
forward looking architecture, the rationale of which should be adapted to reflect current
innovation in building construction of the highest design and environmental standards.
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There are no LSEs of this policy on European
sites.
This is a development management policy
that provides design guidance for new
development, including the provision of
appropriate
green
infrastructure,
key
ecological features and Sustainable Drainage
Systems (SuDS). The policy also identifies
that the RLDP will reduce Torfaen’s energy
need and prioritise active travel modes. All of
these features are considered to be positive
for European sites, as they might reduce
reliance on car travel or recreational pressure
within sensitive receptor sites.
The policy does not specify any quantum or
location of housing and / or employment
development. Furthermore, there are no other
mechanisms by which European sites might
be affected.
Overall, there are no impact pathways present
and this policy can thus be screened out from
Appropriate Assessment.
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Strategic development sites and Strategic Action Areas identified within the RLDP will be
developed in accordance with Concept Masterplans produced by the Council to ensure that
the key sites within Torfaen address the highest standards of placemaking possible.
Strategic Policy S6: Climate
Change

All development proposals will be required to make a positive contribution towards
addressing the causes of, and adapting to, the impacts of climate change. Means of
achieving this will include:
1. having low / zero carbon energy requirements by reducing energy demand and
promoting energy efficiency;
2. supporting the development of renewable and low/zero carbon energy generation and a
presumption against energy generation utilising fossil fuels and methods that are not
low / zero carbon;
3. supporting development proposals that incorporate district energy network development
and district heating networks;
4. promoting the efficient use of land through giving preference to brownfield land and
development at higher densities on sites located close to transport corridors or town
centres, thereby reducing the overall need to travel and maximising opportunities for
active travel and public transport use;
5. utilising sustainable construction techniques and local supplies adopting through the
adoption of circular economy principles; and

There are no LSEs of this policy on European
sites.
This is a development management policy
addressing measures to tackle Torfaen’s
contribution to climate change, including low /
zero carbon energy requirements, locating
new development close to existing urban
centres and utilising sustainable construction
techniques.
The policy does not specify any quantum or
location of housing and / or employment
development. Furthermore, there are no other
mechanisms by which European sites might
be affected.
Overall, there are no impact pathways present
and this policy can thus be screened out from
Appropriate Assessment.

6. avoiding locating development in areas at risk of flooding including the incorporation of
measures such as Sustainable Drainage Systems and flood resilient design.

Outcome 2: Creating Healthy & Social Places
Strategic
Policy
Sustainable Transport

S7:

Development proposals should promote sustainable, safe forms of transport which reduce
the need to travel, increase provision for walking and cycling and improve public transport
provision. This will be facilitated by:
1. favouring development in locations which reduce the need to travel, especially by car,
and promoting walking, cycling and public transport.
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that aims
transport.
several

development management policy
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This will be achieved through
measures, such as placing
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2. providing electric vehicle charging infrastructure;
3. promoting active travel through safeguarding, enhancing and expanding on the Active
Travel Network identified in the Integrated Network Maps;
4. designing developments to facilitate and incorporate public transport infrastructure and
connections;
5. improving road safety; and
6. minimising the adverse effects of parking.

development where it minimizes the need for
car-based transport, providing electric vehicle
charging points and incorporating public
transport infrastructure. These measures are
considered to be positive for European sites,
as they might lead to a reduction in the
number of commuter journeys along
European sites that are sensitive to
atmospheric pollution.
The policy does not specify any quantum or
location of housing and / or employment
development. Furthermore, there are no other
mechanisms by which European sites might
be affected.
Overall, there are no impact pathways present
and this policy can thus be screened out from
Appropriate Assessment.

Strategic Policy S8: Delivery
of Homes

1. In order to meet the housing requirement of 4,800 new dwellings provision will be made
for the development of up to 5,600 new dwellings during the Plan period to enable a 15%
flexibility allowance (to be given further consideration through the Deposit Plan preparation
process). These will be broken down within the following Housing Sub-Market Areas
(HSMAs):
a) North Torfaen – approximately 250 dwellings;
b) Pontypool - approximately 1,750 dwellings; and
c) Cwmbran - approximately 2,800 dwellings.
(These Housing Sub-Market Area figures include an allowance of 382 dwellings already
built in 2018/19, 392 dwellings on small sites (9 or less) and 537 dwellings on windfall sites
(10 or more dwellings) over the Plan Period 2019-2033 remaining, with net demolitions
being added to the dwelling requirement.)

Likely Significant Effects on European sites
cannot be excluded.
This is a housing development policy that
identifies while 4,800 net new homes will be
needed in the Plan period, a gross provision
of 5,600 dwellings will be made to enable a
15% flexibility allowance. An increase in the
local population will be associated with
several impact pathways, such as increased
demand for recreational spaces, water
consumption, wastewater production and
employment need.
The policy also identifies that the majority of
new housing will be located in Cwmbran
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2. In allocating housing sites priority will be given to previously developed (brownfield) land
within existing settlements, then previously developed land on the edge of existing
settlements and then greenfield sites within or on the edge of settlements.

(2,800 dwellings) and Pontypool (1,750
dwellings) and only limited growth is to be
delivered in the north of Torfaen (250
dwellings).

3. Proposals to bring empty properties back into use will be supported.
4. The plan makes provision for 5,600 homes to deliver a housing requirement of 4,800
dwellings, of which XXXX homes are affordable.

Potential impact pathways are present:
• Atmospheric pollution
• Recreational pressure
• Loss of functionally linked land
• Water quality
• Water quantity, level and flow
• Noise and visual disturbance from
urbanization (e.g. construction,
light pollution)
Due to these potential linking impact
pathways the policy is screened in for
Appropriate Assessment.

Strategic Policy S9: Gypsy
and
Traveller
Accommodation

Land will be made available to accommodate any future unmet Gypsy and Traveller
accommodation needs over the plan period.

Likely Significant Effects on European sites
cannot be excluded.
This is a housing management policy detailing
that additional land will be made available to
accommodate any future unmet need by
gypsies and travelers. The provision of such
land would effectively entail housing beyond
the quantum provided in Policies S1 and S8,
and would be associated with similar impact
pathways. The geographic location of Gypsy
and Traveller accommodation would also
influence the magnitude of potential impact
pathways.
Potential impact pathways are present:
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•
•
•
•
•
•

Atmospheric pollution
Recreational pressure
Loss of functionally linked land
Water quality
Water quantity, level and flow
Noise and visual disturbance from
urbanization (e.g. construction,
light pollution)

While the policy currently does not explicitly
identify such need, it accommodates any
future unmet need. Therefore, as a
precautionary measure the policy is screened
in for Appropriate Assessment.
Strategic Policy S10: Retail
Centres & Development

1. New retail, commercial, leisure, social, cultural and appropriate office developments will
be focused according to the following retail hierarchy within the County Borough, having
regard to the nature, scale and location of the proposed development: •
•
•
•

Sub-Regional Centre - Cwmbran;
District Centre - Pontypool;
Minor District Centre - Blaenavon; and
Local & Neighbourhood Centres - Fairwater, Llanyrafon, Old Cwmbran, Oakfield,
Edlogan Way, Maendy Square, Pontnewydd Village, Thornhill, St Dials,
Griffithstown, New Inn, Pontnewynydd, Trevethin, Abersychan and Garndiffaith.
(The South Sebastopol, Llantarnam and Mamhilad local / neighbourhood centres
once built will become part of Torfaen’s Retail Hierarchy)

2. To support the centres in the hierarchy the following roles have been identified: •
•
•
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Major retail and main town centre leisure and culture developments will take place
in the identified Town Centre Boundary of the Sub-Regional Centre of Cwmbran.
The District Shopping Centres of Pontypool and Blaenavon will be protected and
enhanced to improve vitality & viability and to ensure that they meet the needs of
local residents and provide a range of facilities.
Local & Neighbourhood Shopping Centres will be protected and enhanced to
provide services and facilities for the local community.
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Likely Significant Effects on European sites
can be excluded.
This is a development management policy
detailing where new retail, commercial, office
and leisure development will be focused. This
is potentially important because the
geographic location of such development will
influence how relevant impact pathways affect
European sites.
Potential impact pathways are present:
• Atmospheric pollution
• Recreational pressure
• Loss of functionally linked land
• Water quality
• Water quantity, level and flow
• Noise and visual disturbance from
urbanization (e.g. construction,
light pollution)
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3. Any identified retail capacity will be expected to be delivered within the Town Centre
Boundary of Cwmbran
4. Proposals will be permitted where they maintain & enhance the vibrancy, viability,
attractiveness of our retail centres and also accord with the sequential test approach. They
should protect and promote the viability and vitality of the defined retail centres, supporting
the appropriate delivery of new retail, commercial, leisure, social, cultural and appropriate
office developments.

However, while the policy sets out the
distribution of development, this aspect is
already screened in for Strategic Policies S2
and S3. Therefore, this policy is screened out
from Appropriate Assessment.

5. Opportunities will be sought to regenerate and improve the retail environment and
improve access to, and within, retail and commercial centres by all modes of transport,
prioritising walking, cycling (active travel) and public transport.
Strategic
Policy
S11:
Promoting Healthier Places

In order to promote healthier places and improve the quality of life, health and well-being of
residents the RLDP will:
1. enable opportunities for outdoor activity and recreation;
2. support the provision and/or enhancement of community facilities, recreation facilities
and open space and prevent their unjustified loss;
3. promote active travel opportunities; and
4. seek environmental and physical improvements, particularly in the built environment.

There are no LSEs of this policy on European
sites.
This is a strategic policy that aims at
improving the health and well-being of
Torfaen’s residents through the provision of
outdoor activity / recreation and community
facilities, and the promotion of active travel
opportunities. These measures are likely to
have a positive effect on European sites, such
as through reducing recreational pressure
and atmospheric pollution.
The policy does not specify any quantum or
location of housing and / or employment
development. Furthermore, there are no other
mechanisms by which European sites might
be affected.
Overall, there are no impact pathways present
and this policy can thus be screened out from
Appropriate Assessment.
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Outcome 3: Creating Productive & Enterprising Places
Strategic
Policy
S12:
Employment Land Strategy

The employment economic development needs of Torfaen will be met by the identification of
50ha land for employment and business purposes (use classes B1, B2 and B8.
The employment role of important industrial and business areas will be enhanced and
protected. A range and choice of accessible employment sites will be delivered throughout
Torfaen to enable opportunities for business and local employment needs to be met. This will
include provision to enhance town centre based employment and economic uses and to
increase the tourism, leisure and retail offer in Torfaen.

Likely Significant Effects on European sites
cannot be excluded.
This is an employment management policy
that allocates 50ha of employment land to be
delivered in the Plan period. Furthermore, the
policy explicitly identifies an increase in the
tourism and retail offer within Torfaen. There
are linking impact pathways associated with
the delivery of employment and tourism
opportunities.
Potential impact pathways are present:
• Recreational pressure
• Atmospheric pollution
• Loss of functionally linked land
• Water quality
• Water quantity, level and flow
• Noise and visual disturbance from
urbanization (e.g. construction,
light pollution)
Due to these potential linking impact
pathways the policy is screened in for
Appropriate Assessment.

Strategic
Policy
S13:
Sustainable
Minerals
Management

The Council will sustainably manage its mineral resources by:
i)

ii)
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safeguarding appropriate sandstone and limestone resources for future
possible use;
maintaining a minimum 10 year land bank of permitted aggregate resources
throughout the plan period in line with the requirements of the latest South
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There are no LSEs of this policy on European
sites.
This is a resource management policy
identifying the sustainable use of minerals
resources.
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Wales Regional Aggregates Working Party Regional Technical Statement on
Aggregates; and
iii)

encouraging the efficient and appropriate use of high quality minerals and
maximising the potential for the use of secondary and recycled aggregates as
an alternative to primary land won resources.

The policy itself does not identify a quantum
and location of residential and employment
development. There is no other policy wording
that might have negative implications for
European sites.
Overall, there are no impact pathways present
and this policy can be screened out from
Appropriate Assessment.

Strategic
Policy
Sustainable
Management

S14:
Waste

To facilitate the delivery of sustainable management of waste the Plan will:
1. ensure that proposals conform to the principles of the waste hierarchy supporting those
that move waste up the hierarchy;
2. support an integrated and adequate network of waste management installations that has
regard to the nearest appropriate installation concept and self-sufficiency principles where
necessary;
3. encourage the provision of in-building waste management treatment facilities on Class B2
industrial sites, subject to detailed planning considerations;
4. support the circular economy by encouraging the minimisation of the generation of waste
and the use of reused and recycled waste materials in the design, construction and demolition
stages of development; and
5. ensure that provision is made for the sustainable management, sorting, storage and
collection of waste in all new development.

There are no LSEs of this policy on European
sites.
This is a positive development management
policy providing for the sustainable
management of waste, including support for
the principles of the waste hierarchy and an
integrated network of waste management
installations.
The policy itself does not identify a quantum
and location of residential and employment
development. There is no other policy wording
that might have negative implications for
European sites.
Overall, there are no impact pathways present
and this policy can be screened out from
Appropriate Assessment.

Strategic Policy S15: Energy

In order to maximise Torfaen’s contribution to meeting national renewable and low carbon
energy targets:
1) All development proposals will be required to minimise their operational energy
requirements by way of design / layout of buildings to maximise solar gain / microclimate
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There are no LSEs of this policy on European
sites.
This is a positive development management
policy addressing Torfaen’s need for meeting
the national low carbon energy targets.
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benefits, utilising sustainable construction techniques and incorporation of energy saving
technologies.
2) All development proposals for new residential, commercial and community facilities
(including public service buildings) will be required to incorporate low carbon heating
systems and Building Integrated Renewable (BIR) technologies to maximise energy
generation on site from low / zero carbon sources.
3) Local Search Areas will be identified (within the Deposit Draft) for renewable energy
generation and storage within which there will be a presumption in favour of granting
planning consent. Proposals for renewable energy generation and storage as part of a
wider development will be encouraged subject to the proposal not giving rise to
unacceptable impacts assessed under other policies of the RLDP.
4) Strategic development sites and Strategic Action Areas identified within the RLDP will be
developed in accordance with Concept Masterplans produced by the Council to ensure
that the key sites within Torfaen address energy efficiency and renewable / low carbon
energy generation as an integrated and imbedded facet of the development.

Development proposals will have to minimize
their operational energy requirements,
incorporate low carbon heating systems and
abide by Concept Masterplans.
The policy itself does not identify a quantum
and location of residential and employment
development. There is no other policy wording
that might have negative implications for
European sites.
Individual developments that come forward
under this policy might result in negative
impacts on European sites, but such
applications will have to be assessed through
project-level HRAs. The identification of Local
Search Areas itself will not result in LSEs on
European sites.
Overall, there are no impact pathways present
and this policy can be screened out from
Appropriate Assessment.

Outcome 4: Protecting and Enhancing Distinctive & Natural Places
Strategic Policy S16: Green
Infrastructure

Prepared for: Torfaen County Borough Council

Development proposals must: maintain, protect and enhance the integrity and connectivity of
Torfaen’s green infrastructure, landscape and biodiversity assets through the following key
functions:

There are no LSEs of this policy on European
sites.

i) Landscape Setting and Quality of Place, by identifying, protecting and, where appropriate,
enhancing the distinctive landscape and historical cultural, ecological and geological
heritage, including natural and man-made elements associated with existing landscape
character;

This is a positive development management
policy aiming at protecting Torfaen’s green
infrastructure, landscape and biodiversity
assets. The policy aims to protect and
positively manage the county’s biodiversity in
both designated and non-designated sites. It
also stipulates that an adequate amount of
connected greenspace should be provided to

AECOM
90

Habitat Regulations Assessment of the Torfaen
Replacement Local Development Plan

Torfaen County Borough CouncilProject
number: 60609986
Project number: 60609986

ii) Habitat Provision and Connectivity by protecting, positively managing and enhancing
biodiversity and geological interests, including designated and non-designated sites, and
habitats and species of importance and the ecological connectivity between them;
iii) Greenspace provision, Connectivity and Enjoyment by ensuring that Green infrastructure
assets and opportunities embrace the placemaking approach and are designed and
managed to deliver a multifunctional resource; capable of delivering a wide range of social,
economic, environmental and health and well-being benefits for local communities and the
county as a whole;
iv) Local Food Production; and

serve local communities. The provision of
recreational greenspace is a recognized
measure to avoid adverse effects in European
sites that are sensitive to recreational
pressure.
The policy itself does not identify a quantum
and location of residential and employment
development. There is no other policy wording
that might have negative implications for
European sites.

v) Flood Attenuation and Water Resource Management.
Overall, there are no impact pathways present
and this policy can be screened out from
Appropriate Assessment.
Strategic
Policy
S17:
Conservation
and
enhancement of the natural,
built and historic environment

Development proposals should seek to ensure the conservation and enhancement of the
Natural, Built & Historic Environment of Torfaen, in particular:
a) biodiversity resources;

This is a positive development management
policy that seeks the conservation and
enhancement of Torfaen’s natural, built and
historic environment. Importantly from an
HRA perspective, it explicitly conserves
Torfaen’s biodiversity and its
water
environment.

b) geodiversity resources;
c) water environment;
d) landscape setting;
e) character of the built environment; and
f) historic assets.
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There are no LSEs of this policy on European
sites.

The policy itself does not identify a quantum
and location of residential and employment
development. There is no other policy wording
that might have negative implications for
European sites.
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Overall, there are no impact pathways present
and this policy can be screened out from
Appropriate Assessment.
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Appendix 3: Dwr Cymru (Welsh Water) response regarding the capacity at Ponthir WwTW to
accommodate growth in the period covered by the RLDP.
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PO Box 3146
Cardiff
CF30 0EH

Cynllunio Ymlaen
Blwch Post 3146
Caerdydd
CF30 0EH

Tel: +44 (0)800 917 2652
Fax: +44 (0)2920 740472
E.mail: Forward.Plans@dwrcymru.com

Ffôn: +44 (0)800 917 2652
Ffacs: +44 (0)2920 740472
E.bost: Forward.Plans@dwrcymru.com

Torfaen County Borough Council
F.A.O. Adrian Wilcock
Sent via email
22nd January 2020

Dear Adrian,

TORFAEN COUNTY BOROUGH COUNCIL REPLACEMENT LOCAL DEVELOPMENT PLAN –
WASTEWATER TREATMENT WORK CAPACITY, JANUARY 2020
I refer to your email dated 21st January 2020 with regard to the above. Welsh Water appreciates the
early engagement that has taken place and offers the following representation:
It is our understanding that after considering the different growth options together with the
contributions from small sites, windfall sites and a flexibility allowance, a maximum of 3,325 new
dwellings (not including commitments and completions) will be forthcoming in the Replacement LDP
up to 2033.
The whole of the County Borough of Torfaen is served by Ponthir Wastewater Treatment Works
(WwTW), and there is sufficient headroom to accommodate the foul-only flows from this number of
dwellings over the plan period.
We hope that the above information will assist you as you progress the LDP Review and we look
forward to providing further comments as it progresses. In the meantime, should you require any
further information please do not hesitate to contact us at Forward.Plans@dwrcymru.com or via
telephone on 0800 917 2652.
Yours sincerely,

Ryan Norman
Lead Forward Plans Officer
Developer Services
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