F/23/96527 land between Allington Manor Farm, Roddington Forge & Chalcroft Farm, Allington Lane, West End, SO30 2HU
Development of Solar Farm and Battery Storage with combined maximum grid export capacity of 27 MW, including solar panels, containerised battery storage, security fencing, CCTV cameras, internal access tracks, underground cabling, inverters, substations, grid connection, environmental enhancement measures and other ancillary development.
Thank you for consulting Ecology, my observations are as follows:
Documents consulted:
Appendix 2 Ecological Assessment and associated Appendices 
Design and Access Statement 
Layout plans

Designated sites
The River Itchen SAC/SSSI is located less than 0.5 km to the west of the application site boundary and is hydrologically linked to the site. In addition Moorgreen Meadows SSSI is located c2km south of the site but given the scale and nature of the proposals is not likely to be impacted. 
Allington Lane Pond Site of Importance for Nature Conservation (SINC) is located partially within and directly adjacent to the boundary. The site is designated for historic records of great crested newts in the pond associated with a ditch line and also includes a portion of grassland located to the north of the redline boundary. 
The are several other SINCs located adjacent to the site boundary; Hog Wood and Gravel Pits, Hogwood Lane Meadow, Hogwood Drove, Hearts Copse ASNW and Field north of Hearts Row. Hogwood Lane Meadow and Drove are located are separated from the site by Hogwood Lane while Hog Wood and Hearts Copse lie directly adjacent. 
Detailed Ecology work on the site to inform the design, mitigation and enhancement measures required have been undertaken and include Phase 1 UKHab classification walkover and detailed survey work for badgers, great crested newts and breeding birds. In addition HRA and EIA assessments were undertaken in relation to potential impacts on the River Itchen SAC/SSSI.
On site Ecology
The site is comprised of habitats and features typical of this rural part of Eastleigh. Large areas of grassland a varying ecological quality are interspersed by mature, species rich hedgerows and tracks with ditches and a pond. There are a number of woodland blocks surrounding the site, most notably Hearts Copse and Hog Wood. There are a number of veteran trees which are of high ecological interest. 
Detailed survey work was undertaken for badgers, great crested newts and breeding birds. The findings can be summarised as:
Badgers – no evidence of badger setts found
Birds – breeding barn owl and kestrel and general wider countryside assemblage. Additionally, a phenomenal record of two golden orioles moving through the site on one visit in June which is more of interest rather than relevant to the application. 
Great-crested newts – eDNA came back negative from all ponds surveyed but population in Hog Wood is still assumed to be present. 
Bats – trees with roosting potential found. Tree are to be retained and hedgerows enhanced and no planned lighting so detailed survey work not undertaken. Can assume similar assemblage to neighbouring areas i.e. One Horton Heath Scheme
Impacts and mitigation
The proposals are for solar arrays and associated infrastructure. In terms of habitat loss, this is almost entirely restricted to a proportion of the grassland beneath the arrays. Important habitat features such as hedgerows, veteran trees, ponds, ditches and offsite SINCs are either retained or buffered. The Ecological assessment details some embedded mitigation:
· Water bodies/water courses – 10m buffer on either side
       • SINCs – 20m buffer
       • Ancient Woodland – 15m buffer (to note that ASNM are also designated as SINC so a 20m  buffer is applied)
       • Buffer from Root Protection Zones (RPZ) – 5m minimum
      • Buffer from Trees –5m minimum
      • Buffer from hedges –5m minimum

In terms of offsite impacts, adjacent habitats are protected through buffering and enhanced habitat. The site is located in proximity to the River Itchen SSSI/SAC and while the nature and location the proposed solar arrays will not directly impact the SSSI/SAC, the site is potentially hydrologically linked and could therefore have indirect impacts. 
These potential impacts were assessed through EIA screening and it was concluded by EBC and Natural England that providing embedded mitigation measures (detailed in “River Itchen SSSI impact report” by Locogen) could be secured there would be no impact. I am in agreement with those conclusions. Mitigation measures can be secured through a CEMP (a draft has been prepared for this application). 
Generic species mitigation is listed in the Ecological Assessment and I support these. The presence of breeding barn owls and kestrels provides an opportunity to provide nest boxes for both (as recommended in the breeding bird report) and these should be transferred into a detailed plan. Retained and enhanced grassland (epsically tussocky grassland in buffers and around arrays will benefit both species) For GCNs, an agreement to sign up to the Eastleigh District Level Licence (DLL) is recommended and I support this. 
Biodiversity Net Gain
While Biodiversity Net Gain (as provisioned through the Environment Act 2021) has not yet become mandatory, this scheme aims to deliver a minimum 10% net gain for biodiversity and indeed has the opportunity to do so. 
While there are accepted limitations to the condition of grassland beneath solar panels there is a substantial (greater amount) of grassland that is not included and can be enhanced. Through a combination of enhancing existing habitat, creating new areas of flower rich grassland and strengthening/enhancing boundary features including the GCN pond associated with the SINC the project can achieve a net gain of just over 10% as per the submitted DEFRA metric. Delivery of this depends on accurate plans, accurate delivery and ongoing management in line with an agreed (and conditioned) Biodiversity Management Plan. 
Invasive species
We are aware that Japanese knotweed is present on an aggregate pile in the south of the site. At present it is confined to this location. Prior to any construction work taking place a Japanese knotweed eradication program will be agreed and implemented. If necessary, the CEMP may need updating to reflect this. 
Recommendations
While I raise no ecological objection to the proposals, I recommend the following:
1). A more accurate (or just higher resolution?) layout plan showing the arrays and clearly defined and measured ecological buffers (as previously agreed) is needed prior to determination. 
2). The draft Biodiversity Management Plan (BMP) should be updated to provide a more detailed plan showing enhancement (including positions of nest boxes, log piles etc) and habitat creation measures in line with those detailed on the metric. This should clearly identify the areas of interventions in the grassland and buffers which the current plan (LVIA Figure 1.11) does not do. This can be done as a condition requiring updates to the BMP prior to any work commencing. 
3). A certificate demonstrating entry into the EBC GCN DLL is obtained (or traditional licensing secured) 
4). The draft CEMP should make reference to the barn owl nest and require a check immediately prior to any work occurring on the access track located in proximity to the nest. The work on the access track should take place while the owls are not breeding. 

Paul Howe MCIEEM
Ecologist
Date 08/01/24
