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Dear Emily Park
Apologies for not sending this to you within the deadline specified, it was an error on my part.
The main concern Natural England would have with this development is related to the impacts
on BMV land which I have noted you have included in your scoping report on the 17th of Feb.
We are engaging with the applicant via our discretionary advice service on how to minimise any
possible impacts.
Once again I do apologise for this.
Kind Regards
Caolan Gaffney
Planning Lead Adviser
East Midlands Area Delivery Team
Apex Court, City Link,
Nottingham, NG2 4LA
Tel: 02080 266680
www.gov.uk/natural-england

During the current coronavirus situation, Natural England staff are working remotely to provide
our services and support our customers and stakeholders. All offices and our Mail Hub are
closed, so please send any documents by email or contact us by phone or email to let us know
how we can help you. See the latest news on the coronavirus at   http://www.gov.uk/coronavirus
and Natural England’s regularly updated operational update at
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/operational-update-covid-19
Stay alert, control the virus, save lives.

This message has been sent using TLS 1.2 This email and any attachments is intended for
the named recipient only. If you have received it in error you have no authority to use,
disclose, store or copy any of its contents and you should destroy it and inform the sender.
Whilst this email and associated attachments will have been checked for known viruses
whilst within the Natural England systems, we can accept no responsibility once it has left

our systems. Communications on Natural England systems may be monitored and/or
recorded to secure the effective operation of the system and for other lawful purposes.
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BY EMAIL ONLY
Dear Emily Park
Environmental Impact Assessment Scoping Consultation (Planning Act 2008 (as amended)
and The Infrastructure Planning (Environmental Impact Assessment) Regulations 2017 (the
EIA Regulations) – Regulations 10 and 11): Heckington Fen Solar Park
Thank you for seeking our advice on the scope of the Environmental Statement (ES) in the
consultation dated 10 January 2022
Natural England is a non-departmental public body. Our statutory purpose is to ensure that the
natural environment is conserved, enhanced, and managed for the benefit of present and future
generations, thereby contributing to sustainable development.
A robust assessment of environmental impacts and opportunities based on relevant and up to date
environmental information should be undertaken prior to a decision on whether to grant a DCO.
Annex A to this letter provides Natural England’s advice on the scope of the Environmental Impact
Assessment (EIA) for the proposed development. For this specific proposed development the
Environmental Statement should particularly consider the following:
The proposed development is not within any Impact Risk Zones for European Designated sites; thus
we would not anticipate any adverse impacts to European designated sites, or the need for HRA.
Natural England are engaging with the applicant via our discretionary advice service with regard to
avoiding adverse impacts to best and most versatile agricultural land, as well as potential
environmental enhancements.
In-combination/cumulative impacts
The Environmental Statement should include in-combination/cumulative assessment. We are aware
of a number of other large Solar Infrastructure Projects in the Lincolnshire/North Nottinghamshire
area, including Mallard Pass Solar Project and Cottam Solar Project. Due to the size of each of
these individual projects, we would like to see these projects also included within the cumulative
assessment, where appropriate.
Best and most versatile agricultural land
It is recognised that due to the nature of the solar panels a good proportion of the agricultural land
affected by the development will not be permanently lost. However, the large development area and
development lifetime give rise to additional concern with regard to agricultural productivity. In order

to both retain the long term potential of this land and to safeguard all soil resources as part of the
overall sustainability of the whole development, it is important that the soil is able to retain as many
of its many important functions and services (ecosystem services) as possible.
The following issues should be considered and included as part of the Environmental Statement
(ES):
•

The degree to which soils would be disturbed or damaged as part of the development

•

The extent to which agricultural land would be disturbed or lost as part of this development,
including whether any best and most versatile (BMV) agricultural land would be impacted.

•

The ES should set out details of how any adverse impacts on BMV agricultural land can be
minimised through site design/masterplan.

•

The ES should also set out details of how any adverse impacts on soils can be avoided or
minimised and demonstrate how soils will be sustainably used and managed, including
consideration in site design and master planning, and areas for green infrastructure or
biodiversity net gain. The aim will be to minimise soil handling and maximise the sustainable
use and management of the available soil to achieve successful after-uses and minimise offsite impacts.

Where a detailed ALC and soil survey of the land is required, this should normally be at a detailed
level, e.g. one auger boring per hectare, (or more detailed for a small site) supported by pits dug in
each main soil type to confirm the physical characteristics of the full depth of the soil resource, i.e.
1.2 metres.
Further information is available in the Defra Construction Code of Practice for the Sustainable Use
of Soil on Development Sites and The British Society of Soil Science Guidance Note Benefitting
from Soil Management in Development and Construction. Further guidance is also set out in the
Natural England Guide to assessing development proposals on agricultural land.
Biodiversity Net Gain
The Environmental Statement should include a Biodiversity Net Gain Assessment and Habitat
Management Plan. The Habitat Management Plan should explain how the site will continue to be
managed and secured for the lifetime of the development. The habitat management plan should
also provide details on retention and enhancement of existing habitat features such as hedgerows,
woodland and ponds. We would also particularly need details on proposed habitat connectivity to
surrounding habitats which would contribute to the wider Nature Recovery Network.
After use
The Environmental Statement should include details of the decommissioning and after use of the
site, which should include details on how this will avoid impacts to soils and ensure the agricultural
land can be restored to its former condition.
Impact on local landscapes
The Environmental Statement should include an assessment of local landscape character through
the consideration of the relevant National Character Areas (NCAs) and any local landscape
character assessments. This should also include any likely in-combination/cumulative effects from
other known Solar Projects in the area.

Further guidance is set out in Planning Practice Guidance on environmental assessment, natural
environment and climate change.
Should the proposal be amended in a way which significantly affects its impact on the natural
environment then, in accordance with Section 4 of the Natural Environment and Rural Communities
Act 2006, Natural England should be consulted again.
We would be happy to comment further should the need arise but if in the meantime you have any
queries, please do not hesitate to contact us. For any queries relating to the specific advice in this
letter please contact Caolan Gaffney at
@naturalengland.org.uk. Please send any
new consultations or further information on this consultation to
consultations@naturalengland.org.uk.

Yours sincerely

Caolan Gaffney
Lead Adviser – East Midlands Area Delivery Team
Natural England

Annex A – Natural England’s General Advice on EIA Scoping
General Principles
Schedule 4 of the Town and Country Planning (Environmental Impact Assessment) Regulations
2017, sets out the information that should be included in an Environmental Statement (ES) to
assess impacts on the natural environment. This includes:
• A description of the development – including physical characteristics and the full land use
requirements of the site during construction and operational phases
• Expected residues and emissions (water, air and soil pollution, noise, vibration, light, heat,
radiation etc.) resulting from the operation of the proposed development
• An assessment of alternatives and clear reasoning as to why the preferred option has been
chosen
• A description of the aspects of the environment likely to be significantly affected by the
development including biodiversity (for example fauna and flora), land, including land take,
soil, water, air, climate (for example greenhouse gas emissions, impacts relevant to
adaptation, cultural heritage and landscape and the interrelationship between the above
factors
• A description of the likely significant effects of the development on the environment – this
should cover direct effects but also any indirect, secondary, cumulative, short, medium, and
long term, permanent and temporary, positive, and negative effects. Effects should relate to
the existence of the development, the use of natural resources (in particular land, soil, water
and biodiversity) and the emissions from pollutants. This should also include a description of
the forecasting methods to predict the likely effects on the environment
• A description of the measures envisaged to prevent, reduce and where possible offset any
significant adverse effects on the environment
• A non-technical summary of the information
• An indication of any difficulties (technical deficiencies or lack of know-how) encountered by
the applicant in compiling the required information
Further guidance is set out in Planning Practice Guidance on environmental assessment and
natural environment.
Cumulative and in-combination effects
The ES should fully consider the implications of the whole development proposal. This should
include an assessment of all supporting infrastructure.
An impact assessment should identify, describe, and evaluate the effects that are likely to result
from the project in combination with other projects and activities that are being, have been or will be
carried out. The following types of projects should be included in such an assessment (subject to
available information):
a.
b.
c.
d.

existing completed projects;
approved but uncompleted projects;
ongoing activities;
plans or projects for which an application has been made and which are under consideration
by the consenting authorities; and
e. plans and projects which are reasonably foreseeable, i.e. projects for which an application
has not yet been submitted, but which are likely to progress before completion of the
development and for which sufficient information is available to assess the likelihood of
cumulative and in-combination effects.

Environmental data
Natural England is required to make available information it holds where requested to do so.
National datasets held by Natural England are available at
http://www.naturalengland.org.uk/publications/data/default.aspx.
Detailed information on the natural environment is available at www.magic.gov.uk.
Natural England’s SSSI Impact Risk Zones are a GIS dataset which can be used to help identify the
potential for the development to impact on a SSSI. The dataset and user guidance can be accessed
from the Natural England Open Data Geoportal.
Natural England does not hold local information on local sites, local landscape character, priority
habitats and species or protected species. Local environmental data should be obtained from the
appropriate local bodies. This may include the local environmental records centre, the local wildlife
trust, local geo-conservation group or other recording society.
Biodiversity and Geodiversity
General principles
The National Planning Policy Framework (paragraphs174-175 and 179-182) sets out how to take
account of biodiversity and geodiversity interests in planning decisions. Further guidance is set out
in Planning Practice Guidance on the natural environment.
The potential impact of the proposal upon sites and features of nature conservation interest and
opportunities for nature recovery and biodiversity net gain should be included in the assessment.
Ecological Impact Assessment (EcIA) is the process of identifying, quantifying, and evaluating the
potential impacts of defined actions on ecosystems or their components. EcIA may be carried out as
part of the EIA process or to support other forms of environmental assessment or appraisal.
Guidelines have been developed by the Chartered Institute of Ecology and Environmental
Management (CIEEM).
Designated nature conservation sites
Nationally designated sites
Sites of Special Scientific Interest are protected under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 and
paragraph 180 of the NPPF. Further information on the SSSI and its special interest features can be
found at www.magic.gov .
Natural England’s SSSI Impact Risk Zones can be used to help identify the potential for the
development to impact on a SSSI. The dataset and user guidance can be accessed from the
Natural England Open Data Geoportal.
The Environmental Statement should include a full assessment of the direct and indirect effects of
the development on the features of special interest within the SSSIs and identify appropriate
mitigation measures to avoid, minimise or reduce any adverse significant effects. The consideration
of likely significant effects should include any functionally linked land outside the designated site.
These areas may provide important habitat for mobile species populations that are interest features
of the SSSI, for example birds and bats. This can also include areas which have a critical function to
a habitat feature within a site, for example by being linked hydrologically or geomorphologically.
Regionally and Locally Important Sites

The ES should consider any impacts upon local wildlife and geological sites, including local nature
reserves. Local Sites are identified by the local wildlife trust, geoconservation group or other local
group and protected under the NPPF (paragraph 174 and 175). The ES should set out proposals for
mitigation of any impacts and if appropriate, compensation measures and opportunities for
enhancement and improving connectivity with wider ecological networks. Contact the relevant local
body for further information.
Protected Species
The conservation of species protected under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 and the
Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2017
is explained in Part IV and Annex A of Government Circular 06/2005 Biodiversity and Geological
Conservation: Statutory Obligations and their Impact within the Planning System.
The ES should assess the impact of all phases of the proposal on protected species (including, for
example, great crested newts, reptiles, birds, water voles, badgers and bats). Natural England does
not hold comprehensive information regarding the locations of species protected by law. Records of
protected species should be obtained from appropriate local biological record centres, nature
conservation organisations and local groups. Consideration should be given to the wider context of
the site, for example in terms of habitat linkages and protected species populations in the wider
area.
The area likely to be affected by the development should be thoroughly surveyed by competent
ecologists at appropriate times of year for relevant species and the survey results, impact
assessments and appropriate accompanying mitigation strategies included as part of the ES.
Surveys should always be carried out in optimal survey time periods and to current guidance by
suitably qualified and, where necessary, licensed, consultants.
Natural England are currently in discussions with the applicant, via our Discretionary Advice
Service, regarding impacts to protected species. We aim to work with the applicant to ensure the
development proposals will not harm protected species.
District Level Licensing for Great Crested Newts
District level licensing (DLL) is a type of strategic mitigation licence for great crested newts (GCN)
granted in certain areas at a local authority or wider scale. A DLL scheme for GCN may be in place
at the location of the development site. If a DLL scheme is in place, developers can make a financial
contribution to strategic, off-site habitat compensation instead of applying for a separate licence or
carrying out individual detailed surveys. By demonstrating that DLL will be used, impacts on GCN
can be scoped out of detailed assessment in the Environmental Statement.
Priority Habitats and Species
Priority Habitats and Species are of particular importance for nature conservation and included in
the England Biodiversity List published under section 41 of the Natural Environment and Rural
Communities Act 2006. Most priority habitats will be mapped either as Sites of Special Scientific
Interest, on the Magic website or as Local Wildlife Sites. Lists of priority habitats and species can
be found here. Natural England does not routinely hold species data. Such data should be collected
when impacts on priority habitats or species are considered likely.
Consideration should also be given to the potential environmental value of brownfield sites, often
found in urban areas and former industrial land. Sites can be checked against the (draft) national
Open Mosaic Habitat (OMH) inventory published by Natural England and freely available to
download. Further information is also available here.
An appropriate level habitat survey should be carried out on the site, to identify any important
habitats present. In addition, ornithological, botanical, and invertebrate surveys should be carried

out at appropriate times in the year, to establish whether any scarce or priority species are present.
The Environmental Statement should include details of:
• Any historical data for the site affected by the proposal (e.g. from previous surveys)
• Additional surveys carried out as part of this proposal
• The habitats and species present
• The status of these habitats and species (e.g. whether priority species or habitat)
• The direct and indirect effects of the development upon those habitats and species
• Full details of any mitigation or compensation measures
• Opportunities for biodiversity net gain or other environmental enhancement
Ancient Woodland, ancient and veteran trees
The ES should assess the impacts of the proposal on any ancient woodland, ancient and veteran
trees, and the scope to avoid and mitigate for adverse impacts. It should also consider opportunities
for enhancement.
Natural England maintains the Ancient Woodland Inventory which can help identify ancient
woodland. The wood pasture and parkland inventory sets out information on wood pasture and
parkland.
The ancient tree inventory provides information on the location of ancient and veteran trees.
Biodiversity net gain
Paragraph 174 of the NPPF states that decisions should contribute to and enhance the natural and
local environment by minimising impacts on and providing net gains for biodiversity, including by
establishing coherent ecological networks that are more resilient to current and future pressures.
Biodiversity Net Gain is additional to statutory requirements relating to designated nature
conservation sites and protected species.
The ES should use an appropriate biodiversity metric such as Biodiversity Metric 3.0 together with
ecological advice to calculate the change in biodiversity resulting from proposed development and
demonstrate how proposals can achieve a net gain.
The metric should be used to:
• assess or audit the biodiversity unit value of land within the application area
• calculate the losses and gains in biodiversity unit value resulting from proposed development
• demonstrate that the required percentage biodiversity net gain will be achieved
Biodiversity Net Gain outcomes can be achieved on site, off-site or through a combination of both.
On-site provision should be considered first. Delivery should create or enhance habitats of equal or
higher value. When delivering net gain, opportunities should be sought to link delivery to relevant
plans or strategies e.g. Green Infrastructure Strategies or Local Nature Recovery Strategies.
Opportunities for wider environmental gains should also be considered.
Landscape
Landscape and visual impacts
The environmental assessment should refer to the relevant National Character Areas. Character
area profiles set out descriptions of each landscape area and statements of environmental
opportunity.
The ES should include a full assessment of the potential impacts of the development on local
landscape character using landscape assessment methodologies. We encourage the use of
Landscape Character Assessment (LCA), based on the good practice guidelines produced jointly by

the Landscape Institute and Institute of Environmental Assessment in 2013. LCA provides a sound
basis for guiding, informing, and understanding the ability of any location to accommodate change
and to make positive proposals for conserving, enhancing or regenerating character.
A landscape and visual impact assessment should also be carried out for the proposed
development and surrounding area. Natural England recommends use of the methodology set out in
Guidelines for Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment 2013 ((3rd edition) produced by the
Landscape Institute and the Institute of Environmental Assessment and Management. For National
Parks and AONBs, we advise that the assessment also includes effects on the ‘special qualities’ of
the designated landscape, as set out in the statutory management plan for the area. These identify
the particular landscape and related characteristics which underpin the natural beauty of the area
and its designation status.
The assessment should also include the cumulative effect of the development with other relevant
existing or proposed developments in the area. This should include an assessment of the impacts of
other proposals currently at scoping stage.
To ensure high quality development that responds to and enhances local landscape character and
distinctiveness, the siting and design of the proposed development should reflect local
characteristics and, wherever possible, use local materials. Account should be taken of local design
policies, design codes and guides as well as guidance in the National Design Guide and National
Model Design Code. The ES should set out the measures to be taken to ensure the development
will deliver high standards of design and green infrastructure. It should also set out detail of layout
alternatives, where appropriate, with a justification of the selected option in terms of landscape
impact and benefit.
Heritage Landscapes
The ES should include an assessment of the impacts on any land in the area affected by the
development which qualifies for conditional exemption from capital taxes on the grounds of
outstanding scenic, scientific, or historic interest. An up-to-date list is available at
www.hmrc.gov.uk/heritage/lbsearch.htm.
Connecting People with nature
The ES should consider potential impacts on access land, common land, public rights of way and,
where appropriate, the England Coast Path and coastal access routes and coastal margin in the
vicinity of the development, in line with NPPF paragraph 100. It should assess the scope to mitigate
for any adverse impacts. Rights of Way Improvement Plans (ROWIP) can be used to identify public
rights of way within or adjacent to the proposed site that should be maintained or enhanced.
Measures to help people to better access the countryside for quiet enjoyment and opportunities to
connect with nature should be considered. Such measures could include reinstating existing
footpaths or the creation of new footpaths, cycleways, and bridleways. Links to other green
networks and, where appropriate, urban fringe areas should also be explored to help promote the
creation of wider green infrastructure. Access to nature within the development site should also be
considered, including the role that natural links have in connecting habitats and providing potential
pathways for movements of species.
Relevant aspects of local authority green infrastructure strategies should be incorporated where
appropriate.
Soils and Agricultural Land Quality
Soils are a valuable, finite natural resource and should also be considered for the ecosystem
services they provide, including for food production, water storage and flood mitigation, as a carbon

store, reservoir of biodiversity and buffer against pollution. It is therefore important that the soil
resources are protected and sustainably managed. Impacts from the development on soils and best
and most versatile (BMV) agricultural land should be considered in line with paragraphs 174 and
175 of the NPPF. Further guidance is set out in the Natural England Guide to assessing
development proposals on agricultural land.
As set out in paragraph 211 of the NPPF, new sites or extensions to sites for peat extraction should
not be granted planning permission.
The following issues should be considered and, where appropriate, included as part of the
Environmental Statement (ES):
•

The degree to which soils would be disturbed or damaged as part of the development

•

The extent to which agricultural land would be disturbed or lost as part of this development,
including whether any best and most versatile (BMV) agricultural land would be impacted.

This may require a detailed Agricultural Land Classification (ALC) survey if one is not already
available. For information on the availability of existing ALC information see www.magic.gov.uk.
•

Where an ALC and soil survey of the land is required, this should normally be at a detailed
level, e.g. one auger boring per hectare, (or more detailed for a small site) supported by pits
dug in each main soil type to confirm the physical characteristics of the full depth of the soil
resource, i.e. 1.2 metres. The survey data can inform suitable soil handling methods and
appropriate reuse of the soil resource where required (e.g. agricultural reinstatement, habitat
creation, landscaping, allotments and public open space).
• The ES should set out details of how any adverse impacts on BMV agricultural land can be
minimised through site design/masterplan.
• The ES should set out details of how any adverse impacts on soils can be avoided or
minimised and demonstrate how soils will be sustainably used and managed, including
consideration in site design and master planning, and areas for green infrastructure or
biodiversity net gain. The aim will be to minimise soil handling and maximise the sustainable
use and management of the available soil to achieve successful after-uses and minimise offsite impacts.
Further information is available in the Defra Construction Code of Practice for the Sustainable Use
of Soil on Development Sites and
The British Society of Soil Science Guidance Note Benefitting from Soil Management in
Development and Construction.
Air Quality
Air quality in the UK has improved over recent decades but air pollution remains a significant issue.
For example, approximately 85% of protected nature conservation sites are currently in exceedance
of nitrogen levels where harm is expected (critical load) and approximately 87% of sites exceed the
level of ammonia where harm is expected for lower plants (critical level of 1µg) [1].A priority action in
the England Biodiversity Strategy is to reduce air pollution impacts on biodiversity. The
Government’s Clean Air Strategy also has a number of targets to reduce emissions including to
reduce damaging deposition of reactive forms of nitrogen by 17% over England’s protected priority
sensitive habitats by 2030, to reduce emissions of ammonia against the 2005 baseline by 16% by
2030 and to reduce emissions of NOx and SO2 against a 2005 baseline of 73% and 88%
respectively by 2030. Shared Nitrogen Action Plans (SNAPs) have also been identified as a tool to
reduce environmental damage from air pollution.
[1]

Report: Trends Report 2020: Trends in critical load and critical level exceedances in the UK - Defra, UK

The planning system plays a key role in determining the location of developments which may give
rise to pollution, either directly, or from traffic generation, and hence planning decisions can have a
significant impact on the quality of air, water and land. The ES should take account of the risks of air
pollution and how these can be managed or reduced. This should include taking account of any
strategic solutions or SNAPs, which may be being developed or implemented to mitigate the
impacts on air quality. Further information on air pollution impacts and the sensitivity of different
habitats/designated sites can be found on the Air Pollution Information System (www.apis.ac.uk).
Information on air pollution modelling, screening and assessment can be found on the following
websites:
• SCAIL Combustion and SCAIL Agriculture - http://www.scail.ceh.ac.uk/
• Ammonia assessment for agricultural development https://www.gov.uk/guidance/intensivefarming-risk-assessment-for-your-environmental-permit
• Environment Agency Screening Tool for industrial emissions https://www.gov.uk/guidance/airemissions-risk-assessment-for-your-environmental-permit
• Defra Local Air Quality Management Area Tool (Industrial Emission Screening Tool) – England
http://www.airqualityengland.co.uk/laqm
Water Quality
The planning system plays a key role in determining the location of developments which may give
rise to water pollution, and hence planning decisions can have a significant impact on water quality,
and land. The assessment should take account of the risks of water pollution and how these can be
managed or reduced.
Climate Change
The ES should identify how the development affects the ability of the natural environment (including
habitats, species, and natural processes) to adapt to climate change, including its ability to provide
adaptation for people. This should include impacts on the vulnerability or resilience of a natural
feature (i.e. what’s already there and affected) as well as impacts on how the environment can
accommodate change for both nature and people, for example whether the development affects
species ability to move and adapt. Nature-based solutions, such as providing green infrastructure
on-site and in the surrounding area (e.g. to adapt to flooding, drought and heatwave events), habitat
creation and peatland restoration, should be considered. The ES should set out the measures that
will be adopted to address impacts.
Further information is available from the Committee on Climate Change’s (CCC) Independent
Assessment of UK Climate Risk, the National Adaptation Programme (NAP), the Climate Change
Impacts Report Cards (biodiversity, infrastructure, water etc.) and the UKCP18 climate projections.
The Natural England and RSPB Climate Change Adaptation Manual (2020) provides extensive
information on climate change impacts and adaptation for the natural environment and adaptation
focussed nature-based solutions for people. It includes the Landscape Scale Climate Change
Assessment Method that can help assess impacts and vulnerabilities on natural environment
features and identify adaptation actions. Natural England’s Nature Networks Evidence Handbook
(2020) also provides extensive information on planning and delivering nature networks for people
and biodiversity.
The ES should also identify how the development impacts the natural environment’s ability to store
and sequester greenhouse gases, in relation to climate change mitigation and the natural
environment’s contribution to achieving net zero by 2050. Natural England’s Carbon Storage and
Sequestration by Habitat report (2021) and the British Ecological Society’s nature-based solutions
report (2021) provide further information.

Contribution to local environmental initiatives and priorities
The ES should consider the contribution the development could make to relevant local
environmental initiatives and priorities to enhance the environmental quality of the development and
deliver wider environmental gains. This should include considering proposals set out in relevant
local strategies or supplementary planning documents including landscape strategies, green
infrastructure strategies, tree and woodland strategies, biodiversity strategies or biodiversity
opportunity areas.

