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1. Is there any evidence to show that the existing SANG at East Court and Ashplats Wood 
in East Grinstead is effectively mitigating against harm to the Ashdown Forest SAC/SPA 
as the result of visitor disturbance? 

1.1 The Council’s justification for concluding no adverse impact 

1.1.1 The HRA produced in support of the submitted plan reviewed the progress of strategic 
SANGS/SAMM mitigation and assesses whether the overall mitigation approach is capable of 
supporting the plan’s site allocations.  

1.1.2 This is particularly important for proposed allocations SA19 and SA20 for 750 new homes 
proposed within the 7km zone of influence.    

1.1.3 These allocations are listed in the HRA as having likely significant effects on the integrity on 
Ashdown Forest SAC/SPA due to recreational disturbance and increased visitor pressure. 

1.1.4 A strategic SANG is already in situ in East Grinstead: the East Court and Ashplats Wood SANG 
has provided off-site mitigation for residential development since January 2015.  

1.1.5 The HRA concludes that the existing SANG capacity is limited and requires additional 
provision to mitigate the effect of the allocations.  An additional SANG is therefore proposed 
adjacent to SA20, which the HRA concludes is in “a location to provide a feasible alternative 
to Ashdown Forest” and “provides the potential to draw existing use away from Ashdown 
Forest”. 

1.1.6 The HRA refers to the strategic approach to mitigate recreational impact set out in DP17. For 
the submitted plan it concludes that “with the mitigation in place it is possible to rule out 
adverse effects on the Ashdown Forest”. 

1.1.7 Likely significant effects on the integrity of the Ashdown Forest SAC/SPA have been identified 
for SA19 and SA20 through the HRA screening process. 

1.1.8 The precautionary approach reflected in the Habitats Regulations appropriately sets a high 
bar in respect of mitigation: Where likely significant effects have been identified, 
development can only be approved where it can be certain, in light of the best scientific 
information, it will not have a lasting adverse effect on the Ashdown Forest. 

1.1.9 Otherwise put, there can be no remaining reasonable scientific doubt. 

1.2 Can the Council demonstrate that that a disturbance impact will NOT occur? 

1.2.1 The HRA fails to provide this reassurance, using phrases like “…provide a feasible alternative 
to Ashdown Forest”; “…provide the potential to draw existing use away from Ashdown 
Forest”;  and “…it is possible to rule out adverse effects on the Ashdown Forest”. 

1.2.2 To be able to begin to provide certainty on the effectiveness of the SANG/SAMM mitigation, 
as a starting point, the HRA highlights the importance of implementing an Ashdown Forest  
monitoring strategy. 

1.2.3 Such a monitoring strategy has already been commissioned by Wealden District Council and 
published in 2018 by Footprint Ecology.  
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1.2.4 The 2018 Footprint Ecology Report is purportedly based on advice received from Natural 
England and highlights monitoring as an integral part of the mitigation measures. It confirms 
that monitoring is required to ensure approaches are working as anticipated.  
 
The Footprint Ecology Report is not included in the Council’s evidence base (an inadequate 
omission, and one which is not reasoned): 
 
https://www.tandridge.gov.uk/Portals/0/Documents/Planning%20and%20building/Planning
%20strategies%20and%20policies/Local%20plan/Evidence%20base%20and%20technical%20
studies/Ashdown-Forest-SPA-Monitoring-Strategy-%282018%29.pdf    
 

1.3 Regulation 19 Consultations 

1.3.1 The Felbridge Protection Group raised clear concerns over the lack of monitoring in its 
regulation 18 submission. In response, the Council committed to producing a topic paper to 
present evidence on visitor surveys in their Regulation 18 Consultation Report [C3] as below: 

 

 

 

 
1.3.2 During the regulation 19 consultation, the Council confirmed that it was working on the topic 

paper and that it intended to submit the paper along with the submitted plan. However, no 
topic paper was submitted with the plan, and when challenged, the Council stated that it had 
then decided that a topic paper was no longer required. This was a volte face. No logical or 
adequate explanation has been given for this decision (Appendix A). 
 

1.3.3 During the regulation 19 consultation, the Council also confirmed that a monitoring strategy 
was being prepared for the SAMM in partnership with other local authorities, despite having 
been a mitigation requirement for at least 10 years.  

 
1.3.4 A SAMM is required in order to appropriately mitigate the recreational impact on the 

Ashdown Forest SAC/SPA for visitors who are either unaware of the Council’s SANG provision 
or who are not attracted by it.  

 
1.3.5 The Council have not provided an update on the progress of the SAMM strategy, yet the 

Conservators of Ashdown Forest believe it is still at formative stage, and that a SAMM 
project manager has yet to be appointed (see Appendix B).  
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1.3.6 In March 2021, Wealden were asked for details regarding the current status of the Strategic 
SAMM project but are still to respond  (see Appendix C).   
 

1.3.7 In its regulation 19 response, Natural England recommended that allocations within the 
Ashdown Forest zone of influence should contribute financially to the SAMM/SANGS 
mitigation strategy as per Local Plan policy DP17. 

 
1.3.8 Natural England gave their support to the requirement to provide an alternative strategic 

SANGS adjacent to SA20 and also to the general findings of the HRA.  
 

1.3.9 Their response was silent on past or future monitoring.  
 

1.3.10 It is unclear whether Natural England were aware of the Council’s position with regard to 
monitoring . 
 

1.4 Monitoring evidence   

1.4.1 Notwithstanding the statements made by Natural England in their regulation 19 submission, 
that they were in general support of the HRA, the last Ashdown Forest visitor survey was 
carried out in 2016, less than a year after the East Court & Ashplats Wood SANG became 
operational.  

1.4.2 The 2018 Footprint Ecology Monitoring Strategy Report states that the 2016 visitor study 
would provide no more than a baseline for subsequent surveys. This Report therefore was 
not being held out as providing anything more than a starting point for future surveying. It 
was reasonably perceived that future surveying would be carried out. 

1.4.3 The report also confirmed that the last visitor survey undertaken at East Court & Ashplats 
Wood was in 2013, two years before it became a SANG. This is incapable of presenting any 
up to date or reliable survey. 

1.4.4 It is evident that there has been no active monitoring of the effectiveness of the Council’s 
existing SANG to draw visitors away from the Ashdown Forest.  The Council has provided no 
evidence to the contrary. 

 
1.4.5 Further to the above, and in any event, there is no or inadequate evidence in support of the 

bald conclusion stated within the HRA that the plan will have no adverse effect on the 
integrity of the Ashdown Forest SPA/SAC. In order to found this definitive conclusion, with 
regard to individual and cumulative effects, there must be an adequate evidence base. A 
conclusion of non-adverse effects is also not one tied to effects that are significant. Effects 
may be insignificant but nonetheless material; Albeit, the conclusion expressed in the HRA 
wrongly states no adverse effects. 
 

1.5 Has the precautionary principle been followed? 

1.5.1 If therefore there is reasonable scientific doubt that the recreational disturbance from new 
development will have an adverse effect on the integrity of the SAC/SPA – which must be the 
case given the paucity of the evidence base - then the only outcome, following a proper 
application of the precautionary approach, is that allocations sited within 7km of the 
Ashdown Forest be withdrawn from the plan. 
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APPENDICES 

 
Appendix A  - Email correspondence with the Council re. SANGS Topic 

Paper and SAMM Progress  

 
Appendix B  -  Email correspondence with the Conservators of Ashdown 

Forest re. SAMM 
 

Appendix C  - 
 

Email to Wealden Council re. Current Status of SAMM 
Strategy  
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APPENDIX B 
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APPENDIX C 

 

 




