F/23/95844 LAND AT STOKE PARK FARM, BISHOPSTOKE, EASTLEIGH, SO50 6DW
Use of agricultural land as Suitable Alternative Natural Greenspace (SANG) for recreational purposes, with associated access, car parking, paths, landscaping, infrastructure and other works
Thank you for consulting Ecology, my observations are as follows:

1. General background
The site is located to the north of Bishopstoke at Stoke Park Farm and covers approximately 21ha. The vast majority of the site is comprised of grassland which was formerly intensively farmed but has since begun to recover and is now regarded as “other neutral grassland”. Generally speaking there is a relatively low diversity of species within the grassland. Other habitats present include a woodland shelter belt, hedge banks, paths and also a pond. 
The application is for a change of use of the land to public open space for use as SANG (Suitable Alternative Natural Greenspace) to mitigate for increased recreational visits to the New Forest made by Eastleigh residents. The scheme provides the opportunity for enhanced management of the grassland to improve species diversity and additional planting opportunities. 
2. Impacts to designated sites
The River Itchen SAC and SSSI are located within 2 km to the west of the site. That site is hydrologically linked to the site via ditches and groundwater and the Bow Lake stream which drains into the Itchen after it passes through a fish farm. The potential impacts for this are assessed through a separate Habitats Regulation Assessment (HRA).
Stoke Park Wood, Judges Gully Copse and Poplar Plantation (Stoke Park Wood) Sites of Importance for Nature Conservation (SINCs) are situated directly adjacent to the Site boundary. Stoke Park Woods, which borders the site to the west and south, contains areas listed on Natural England’s Inventory of Ancient Woodlands as either Replanted Ancient Woodland or Ancient and Semi-natural Woodland. None of these sites will be negatively impacted by the nature of the proposals. 
3. On-site Ecology Work
Baseline survey work was undertaken by Ecus (UKHab qualification of habitat types) as part of wider scoping and prioritising work for the Council’s land acquisitions. This work was updated by Burton Reid Associates and further targeted surveys were undertaken for species that could potentially be impacted by the nature of the proposals. 
     2.1 Birds
Targeted phase 2 breeding bird survey work was undertaken during spring and summer 2023. The change of use to SANG could have implications for species particularly sensitive to disturbance during nesting. This would generally include ground nesting birds such as skylarks and lapwings.
No ground nesting species were recorded during the surveys and generally speaking the bird assemblage was fairly representative of what would be expected in former farmland bordered by woodland. The likely breeding of Hobby in Stoke Park woods is an interesting observation and increasing the diversity of habitats an insect fauna over the SANG and wider site will improve foraging opportunities for this species. 
3.2 Badgers
The presence of badgers was noted on site during the walkover. Exact locations withheld, but no direct impacts on badgers are likely from the proposed SANG work. However, it is recommended that an updated walkover is conducted prior to any work starting as badgers are fairly mobile and can readily create new setts. Improved habitat management will benefit foraging badgers. 
3.3 Bats
A diverse assemblage is present in the border landscape as would be expected with the presence of linear features such as hedgerows and woodland edge. The site itself provides reasonable foraging and commuting habitat and some trees with roosting potential were identified in the central woodland belt. Given that there are no proposed impacts on any potential roosting features and no additional lighting is proposed, detailed survey work was not required for this application. Improving habitat quality will increase the benefit to foraging bats longer term. 
3.4 Dormouse
There is suitable habitat on and adjacent to the site for dormice, although survey work from 2013 did not find any evidence and there are no other records directly relevant to this application. Dormice are probably unrecorded and overlooked but given that only minor impacts would be expected even if dormice were present, a precautionary approach during construction is suitable mitigation. 
3.5 Other species
The SANG site itself is not suitable for use by riparian species such as otter and water vole, though it is likely that otters utilise the Bow Lake stream to the north for commuting and foraging at times. eDNA tests were undertaken for relevant waterbodies to determine whether great-crested newts are likely to be present but all were negative.  The boundary features provide some low suitability habitat for reptiles such as slow-worm and grass snake and the site is likely to support an assemblage of invertebrates typically associated with floristically limited grassland and hedgerows with boundary woodland. 
4. Mitigation measures
Table 3 in the Ecological Impact Assessment (EcIA) sets out some precautionary mitigation measures that are required to ensure there are no negative impacts on the species or habitats present during both construction and operation of the SANG. I support these measures.
5. Enhancement
The nature of the proposals offer significant opportunity for enhancements as a wider benefit to biodiversity both within the site itself and as part of the wider Stoke Park Farm. Wider habitat enhancements include:
· Enhancement of grassland habitats through overseeding using a species-rich native wildflower mix; 
· Long-term management of the grassland habitats as wildflower meadow;
· Rotational management of retained hedgerows on a 3 year cycle;
· Appropriate long-term management of retained woodland habitats; 
· Native tree planting (33no.); • Creation of 204m of species-rich native hedgerow
Also proposed are log piles, reptile hibernacula, provision of bird and bat boxes and the creation of wet scrapes to enhance invertebrate habitat.
Given these enhancements the post-intervention layout delivers a significant, measurable net gain in habitat and hedgerow units (see post-development maps and BNG report). 
I recommend that these measures and habitat enhancements are detailed in an agreed LEMP. This document is in progress and an earlier draft has already had significant EBC officer input. 
6. Drainage
Infiltration testing was undertaken and was found to be unviable due to groundwater and underlying geology. Therefore the carpark is proposed to drain into an attenuation pond which will then discharge into an existing ditch. A French Drain is proposed to capture runoff from the slope and focus this into the drainage features. 
It is important that run off incorporating sediments (primarily during construction) and pollutants is prevented from entering into the water course which will then discharge downstream into the River Itchen. The drainage strategy and CEMP outline the measures that will be taken to prevent any possibility of negative impacts on the River Itchen. The HRA assesses the potential impacts and mitigation measures in detail and concludes that no significant impact is likely as a result of the development providing all of the proposed measures are put in place and secured via conditions attached to planning permission.
7. Conclusions
I am satisfied that proposed creation of a 21ha SANG at Stoke Park Farm will not impact upon any designated sites or protected species. Given the opportunities for habitat creation there are significant opportunities for biodiversity enhancement which are outlined in the submitted EcIA. 
I raise no Ecology objection to this application provided the mitigation and enhancement measures in the EcIA/LEMP and CEMP are implemented in full as a condition of any planning permission that is granted.
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