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1. Introduction  

1.1. The Thames Basin Heaths Special Protection Area (TBH SPA) was designated in March 
2005 and is protected from adverse impact under European and UK law. The TBH SPA is 
a network of heathland sites, which are designated for their ability to provide a habitat for 
the internationally important bird species of Woodlark, Nightjar and Dartford Warbler. 

1.2. In February 2012, the Council adopted a Core Strategy, which set out strategic policies to 
guide development between 2011 and 2028. The Council is preparing a new Local Plan to 
cover the period 2019 – 2038. The Draft Surrey Heath Local Plan Preferred Options 
2019-2038 includes strategic policies, development management policies and site 
allocations. 

1.3. The policy framework for the Local Plan will not allow net new residential development 
to proceed without appropriate avoidance and mitigation measures, including provision or 
contribution towards suitable alternative natural greenspace (SANG). To deliver the 
housing anticipated over the Plan period will require the delivery of additional SANG 
capacity to support residential development up to 2038. It is therefore recognised that 
provision for appropriate TBH SPA mitigation is a key policy and infrastructure issue for 
delivering the Local Plan, as well as a key Duty to Cooperate matter. 

Purpose of this document 

1.4. The Thames Basin Heaths Special Protection Area Topic Paper is one in a series of papers 
that sets out how the key strategies and themes of the Draft Surrey Heath Local Plan: 
Preferred Options (2019 – 2038) (‘the draft plan’) have been developed. 

1.5. Each topic paper considers relevant national and local guidance that informed the 
development of the Draft Surrey Heath Local Plan: Preferred Options (2019 – 2038). The 
topic papers set out how the strategy has developed in relation to this guidance, in 
addition to the information, local evidence, and consultation feedback that have informed 
the choices that have been made in the development of the policies. 

1.6. The purpose of the series of topic papers is to provide background information. The topic 
papers do not contain any policies, proposals, or site allocations. The topic papers have 
been produced to accompany and support the draft local plan. 

1.7. The main areas covered by this topic paper are; 

a) Sets out background policy on the SPA, 

b) how the SPA affects the Borough, and 

c) the implications of the SPA for the preparation of the Surrey Heath Local Plan. 
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1.8. Together, the topic papers explain the development of the Surrey Heath Local Plan: 
Preferred Options (2019 – 2038). The Thames Basin Heaths Special Protection Area 
Topic Paper helps to explain the development of Policy E1 and support the delivery of the 
housing requirement in Policy SS1. 

2. Policy Context 

Location of the TBH SPA in Surrey Heath  

2.1. The TBH SPA spans 11 local authorities across Hampshire, Berkshire and Surrey. It was 
designated on 9 March 2005 and consists of 13 Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) 
scattered across these Counties as shown in Map 1.  

 

2.2. Four SSSI units that are contiguous with the SPA lie within Surrey Heath Borough; these 
are Ash to Brookwood Heaths SSSI; Broadmoor to Bagshot Woods and Heaths SSSI; 
Chobham Common SSSI; and Colony Bog and Bagshot Heath SSSI. In total the Thames 
Basin Heaths SPA covers approximately 23% of the Borough. 

Map 1: Thames Basin Heaths Special 
Protection Area (shown in green hatching) 
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2.3. The TBH SPA consists of both dry and wet heathland, mire, oak, birch acid woodland, 
gorse scrub and acid grassland with areas of rotational conifer plantation. The site 
supports breeding populations of a number of birds of lowland heathland. This includes 
the fourth largest breeding population of Nightjar (Caprimulgus europaeus) and second 
largest population of Woodlark (Lullula arborea), both of which nest on the ground, often 
at the woodland/heathland edge. As of 2006, it also supported the third largest 
concentration of Dartford Warbler (Sylvia undata), which often nests in gorse. Scattered 
trees and scrub are used for roosting. 

National and regional policy and guidance 

2.4. The European Union introduced two pieces of legislation that deal with protection of rare 
species and habitats, and these are referred to as the Birds Directive and the Habitats 
Directive. The Birds Directive requires the identification and classification of Special 
Protection Areas (SPAs) for species listed in Annex 1 of the Directive as well as for all 
regularly occurring migratory species. The Habitats Directive introduces a further 
requirement to designate a network of sites, which are important for other wildlife, 
known as Special Areas for Conservation (SACs): and, importantly, it established a 
framework for the protection of both SACs and SPAs. 

2.5. The EU legislation has been transposed into UK legislation as the Conservation of 
Habitats and Species Regulations, most recently updated in 2019. The Regulations deal 
with both the impact of Development and of Development Plans (such as our emerging 
Local Plan) on European Sites, which includes SPAs. 

2.6. Local Planning Authorities are identified as a “competent authority” for the purposes of 
determining whether a proposed development scheme or development plan document 
(such as the Local Plan) is likely to have a significant effect upon the SPA. The effect of the 
Regulations is to require Local Planning Authorities to ensure no adverse effect on the 
integrity of European sites arises from any proposed development scheme or 
development plan document. 

2.7. The effect of this legislation, together with the Natural Environment and Rural 
Communities Act 2006, is to impose on local authorities a legal duty of care to protect 
biodiversity. Where the European Sites could be affected by a plan or project, then an 
Appropriate Assessment (AA) must be undertaken. This looks at what birds, plants or 
animals etc. need to be protected, what they could be harmed by, and assesses whether 
the proposed plan or project could cause that harm to occur. 
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2.8. If local authorities consider that harm or “likely significant effect” could occur, they are 
legally obliged not to approve the proposed plan or project unless appropriate avoidance 
and mitigation measures can be put in place. 

2.9. Surrey Heath is entirely within 5km of the Thames Basin Heaths Special Protection Area 
(SPA). Natural England considers that any increase in population within 5km of the 
designated site may have an impact on the recreational use of the SPA and identify 
research establishing a cause and effect relationship between recreational use and Annexe 
1 heathland bird populations. Research indicates a number of factors leading to impacts on 
breeding success, ranging from direct mortality (such as people trampling on nests), to 
nest abandonment or predation (largely by corvids) due to frequent flushing of birds (by 
people and dogs), or avoidance of disturbed areas. A range of wider effects is also 
associated with more general urban pressures, including uncontrolled heathland fires, 
fragmentation and pollution of the heaths, and cat predation1.  

2.10. The South East Plan, 2009 set out regional policy guidance for the south east of England. 
However, in March 2013, the South East Plan was revoked with the exception of Policy 
NRM6 relating to the Thames Basin Heaths Special Protection Area.  

2.11. The Thames Basin Heaths is located in an area subject to significant development 
pressures. Natural England published a Draft Delivery Plan for the Thames Basin Heaths 
SPA in May 2006, partly in response to the European Court of Justice ruling of October 
2005. This was updated by the ‘Thames Basin Heaths Special Protection Delivery 
Framework’ published by the Thames Basin Heaths Joint Strategic Partnership Board2 
(JSPB) in January 2009. These documents allow a strategic approach to accommodating 
development by providing a method through which local authorities can meet the 
requirements of the Habitats Regulations through avoidance and mitigation measures. The 
Framework sets out: 

• a consistent approach to the protection of the SPA from the significant effects of 
residential development; 

• the type and extent of residential development that may have a significant effect, 
alone or in combination, on the SPA; 

 
 
1 Underhill-Day (2005). A literature review of urban effects on lowland heaths and their wildlife, 

English Nature Research No. 623 English Nature, Peterborough. 
(http://naturalengland.etraderstores.com/NaturalEnglandShop/R623). 

2 More information on the JSPB available at 
https://www.surreyheath.gov.uk/residents/planning/planning-policy/joint-strategic-partnership. 
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• key criteria for the delivery of avoidance measures, including the provision of 
alternative recreational land to attract new residents away from the SPA known 
as SANGs. 

2.12. The Assessor’s Report and South East Plan Policy NRM6 also identified the need for 
Strategic Access Management and Monitoring Measures (SAMM) to be introduced in 
order to avoid significant effect on the SPA. Following preparation of a SAMM Business 
Plan, contributions are collected from all net new residential developments by all SPA 
affected local authorities and pooled centrally to assist with the SAMM project. 

Local policy and guidance 

2.13. The Surrey Heath Core Strategy was adopted in February 2021 and contains a specific 
Policy on the TBH SPA (Policy CP14B European Sites). This reflects the measures set out 
in the Thames Basin Heaths Delivery Framework, and in “saved” Policy NRM6 of the 
South East Plan and has been applied to all new residential development since the 
adoption of the Core Strategy.  

2.14. In addition, the Council has produced the Thames Basin Heaths Special Protection Area 
Avoidance Strategy SPD (2019) which provides Surrey Heath’s approach to development 
having regard to the Thames Basin Heaths area. The SPD sets out the specific Suitable 
Alternative Natural Greenspace (SANG) sites that are available to provide mitigation for 
development in the Borough, and the associated developer contributions required 
towards SANG and SAMM.  

2.15. SANGs are areas that currently are not in use for recreation or are underutilised and so 
are a new alternative recreational provision or are existing areas that are significantly 
underused and so have the capacity to absorb additional recreational use. SANGs have 
catchment areas which are based on the overall size of the SANG. Residential 
developments with a net increase of 10 or more units that are allocated to a SANG 
should be located within the specific SANG’s catchment area. More information on the 
three avoidance measures is set out in the Thames Basin Heaths SPA Avoidance Strategy 
Supplementary Planning Document3 (2019). 

 

 
 
3 Available at https://www.surreyheath.gov.uk/residents/planning/planning-policy/supplementary-

planning-documents/thames-basin-heaths-special. 
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3. Existing and future SANG provision in Surrey Heath 

Challenges in SANG provision 

3.1. Following the Issues and Options consultation in the summer of 2018, due to very limited 
SANG capacity remaining in the West of the Borough and a significant amount of SANG 
capacity being banked by applications not coming forward (most notably relating to Prior 
Approval applications), the Council considered a range of options to maximise remaining 
capacity whilst continuing to explore opportunities for additional SANG capacity to meet 
future needs in the Borough. 

3.2. As of the 1st of August 2019, the Council reduced the time period for which a planning 
application is valid from three years to one year for all applications involving net new 
residential development. The Town and Country Planning Act 1990 (as amended) Section 
91, provides local planning authorities with this flexibility. For development proposals in 
excess of 50 units, discretion is applied by the case officer in determining whether it is 
appropriate for a one year expiration of planning permission to be applied. The change in 
the time period for which the planning permission is valid is not applied to development 
proposals providing their own SANG. 

3.3. Furthermore, following approval by the Council’s Executive at the 21st of January 2020 
meeting, on the 1st of February 2020 the Council introduced a number of changes to how 
it allocates Council owned or administered SANG capacity, known as Strategic SANG. 
The changes include: 

• The introduction of a SANG allocation criteria4. The SANG allocation criteria 
only applies to development proposals for net new residential development that 
require capacity at Strategic SANG’s. 

• No longer allocating SANG capacity to Prior Approvals for office to residential 
conversions. 

• No longer allocating SANG capacity when an application has been validated. 
Applicants are now required to make a request to the Head of Regulatory 
services for SANG capacity. 

 
 
4https://www.surreyheath.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/residents/planning/planning-

policy/TBH/Surrey Heath SANG allocation criteria February 2020.pdf   
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3.4. In addition the Council also produced a SANG Acquisition Strategy5. The paper provides 
a background on existing SANG capacity in Surrey Heath, details the work that has been 
undertaken to acquire additional SANG capacity to mitigate the impact of new 
development, and provides an assessment of potential future SANG sites in the Borough. 
Unlike previous assessments of potential site options for SANG that only considered sites 
that were submitted for potential SANGs within past Strategic Land Availability 
Assessments (SLAA), the document explored all site options that could be considered 
suitable for conversion to a SANG, irrespective of whether they are considered currently 
available. 

3.5. The study concluded that the focus for delivering SANG should be placed on acquiring 
land at Pine Ridge Golf Course, Frith Hill Woodland or Mytchett Lakes6, all of which in 
isolation would meet the need identified in the west of the Borough in full. The Land at St 
Catherine’s Road was also identified as an opportunity to meet the identified need, 
providing capacity for the majority of the SANG deficit identified in the report.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
5 Available online at: https://surreyheath.moderngov.co.uk/documents/s17105/7b. SANG allocation 

criteria Annex 2.pdf. 
6 Discussions with Natural England have since identified that bodies of water cannot be included in 

SANG capacity assessments and therefore the assessment over estimated this sites potential 
capacity. 
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Current SANG capacity 

3.6. A list of strategic SANGs that Surrey Heath allocates to at the time of this document’s 
production is included in Table 1. This equates to a total SANG capacity of 2,516 persons 
(1006 dwellings at 2.5 average occupancy. Appendix 1 is an accompanying map which 
demonstrates the location of the strategic SANGs included in Table 1 and their catchment 
areas. Strategic SANGs are owned and maintained by a relevant local authority or similar 
body and provide avoidance measures for developments that cannot provide their own 
on-site SANG. There are also Bespoke SANGs in the Borough that provide avoidance 
measures for a specific development. New developments of more than 136 units are 
generally expected to provide a bespoke SANG rather than relying on capacity at Surrey 
Heath’s available strategic SANGs. Further guidance is detailed in the Thames Basin 
Heaths SPA Avoidance Strategy SPD (2019). 

Table 1: Surrey Heath Strategic SANGs  

Strategic SANG Total people capacity 
for SANG 

Total people capacity 
remaining 

Chobham Meadows 2516 675 

Windlemere 2000 1220 

Shepherds Meadows 1200 370 

Hawley Meadows 1091 215 

Swan Lakes 194 12 

Blackwater Park 434 24 

Chobham Place Woods 280 0 
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3.7. Due to the limited availability of SANG capacity in the west of the Borough, Surrey Heath 
has worked with neighbouring authorities to provide SANG to mitigate the impact of new 
development on the SPA. This includes an apportionment of capacity from one SANG in 
Hart District, one SANG partially within Hart District and Rushmoor Borough, and one in 
Bracknell Forest Borough which have catchment areas which cover either part or the 
entirety of the Western Urban Area7. 
 
Mitigating future residential development 

3.8. In order to enable the delivery of the quantum of residential development identified in the 
new Local Plan, the policy framework must be in place to enable appropriate avoidance 
and mitigation measures to ensure no significant effect on the TBH SPA. In addition, 
sufficient SANG should be available, or have a reasonable prospect of being available, to 
deliver the required housing target. This section sets out the position in respect of these 
issues. 

3.9. In preparing the new Local Plan policy, a review was undertaken of the Core Strategy 
policy (which will remain in place until the new Local Plan is adopted). There have not 
been any changes to the agreed mitigation measures since the adoption of the Core 
Strategy, so except for some minor changes to the policy wording to deal with semantics, 
its essence remains the same as that set out in the Core Strategy. The Preferred Options 
Local Plan Policy E1 sets out the policy approach to the TBHSPA.  

SANG capacity for Plan period based on existing provision 

3.10. In order to ascertain the SANG capacity situation for the Borough over the plan period 
up to 2038, a trajectory of SANG capacity has been produced. The trajectory is based on 
the SANG capacity remaining as of January 2022 and the indicative housing figures from 
the Strategic Land Availability Assessment 2021 (including windfalls). The assessment 
excludes permissions which already benefit from the allocation of SANG capacity and 
sites which do not require strategic SANG capacity (for example due to proposals for a 
bespoke SANG). 

 
 
7 The Western Urban Area comprises the settlement areas of Camberley, Frimley, Frimley Green 

Green and Mytchett. 
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3.11. Figure 1 illustrates the SANG capacity trajectory for the east of the Borough, which 
includes the Windlemere and Chobham Meadows SANG catchments. It shows that 
capacity in this area will likely run out in 2033/34. Based on the trajectory, without any 
additional SANG capacity, there would be a SANG deficit of 176 dwellings in the east of 
the Borough, equating to 440 persons at 2.5 average occupancy. 

 
 

3.12. Figure 2 illustrates the SANG capacity trajectory for the west of the Borough, which 
includes Shepherds Meadows, Hawley Meadows and Blackwater Park SANG catchments. 
It shows that capacity in this area will likely run out in 2027/28. Based on the trajectory, 
there will be a deficit of 1,516 dwellings in the west of the Borough, equating to 3,790 
persons at 2.5 average occupancy. 
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3.13. The SANG capacity trajectory illustrates that delivering SANG for the Plan Period is a 
significant challenge for the Borough. If SANG capacity becomes unavailable in any area of 
the Borough, there will be an embargo on all net new residential development in that area 
for developments of 10 or more units. Consequently, if additional capacity is not provided 
in the west of the Borough, it could significantly impact on the Council’s ability to deliver 
housing. Therefore, it is essential that Surrey Heath identifies additional SANG capacity to 
mitigate the impact of such development on the Thames Basin Heaths SPA. 

3.14. For the east of the Borough, this issue is not pressing because the trajectory suggests that 
the current capacity will run out in 2034 and the deficit at the end of the Plan period is 
relatively low at 176 dwellings. It is important to note that, due to the limited supply of 
SANG capacity in the west of the Borough, all applications of 9 or fewer net dwellings are 
allocated to SANGs in the east of the Borough and this has been factored into the SANG 
trajectories in Figures 1 and 2, including all windfalls identified in the SLAA 2021. As a 
result, the SANGs are put under more pressure in the east of the Borough and this is the 
primary reason for the deficit. However, the east of the Borough has greater opportunity 
to deliver sites that are suitable for SANG due to its rural nature. Since the introduction 
of the avoidance measures, three strategic SANGs have been delivered in the east of the 
Borough (this does not include bespoke SANGs). Moreover, the Council does not 
currently allocate SANG capacity to Prior Approvals for the conversion of offices to 
residential dwellings. In such cases, capacity is sought from neighbouring authorities, 
reducing pressure on SANGs in Surrey Heath. 
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Figure 2: SANG trajectory for the West of the Borough
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3.15. In the west of the Borough the provision of SANG capacity has been reliant on SANGs in 
neighbouring authorities, with only bespoke SANGs being delivered within the west of the 
Borough. This is mainly due to the lack of opportunity for suitable SANG sites in the west 
of the Borough as a result of its predominantly urban character. However, it is also 
influenced significantly by land ownership and land values 

SANG options for meeting needs of the new Local Plan 

3.16. The policy framework in the Local Plan will not allow net new residential development to 
proceed without appropriate avoidance and mitigation measures. To deliver the housing 
anticipated over the Plan period, it is recognised that there is a need to deliver additional 
SANG capacity to support residential development up to 2038.  Hence, work is ongoing 
to identify SANG that will mitigate the remaining residential development that could be 
delivered by the Local Plan.  

3.17. In developing the Regulation 18 Preferred options Plan, three key sources of SANG 
capacity have been identified to meet the needs for development up to 2038 (summarised 
in Table 2). Firstly, through discussions with Natural England, an existing SANG at 
Diamond Ridge Woods that is owned by the Council has been identified as having 
additional capacity (subject to improvements to the site and amendments to the site 
area). The site boundary currently adjoins the SPA north east of Camberley, which 
resulted in a discount to the overall capacity of the site being applied when the site 
originally became a SANG. However, if the site area is contracted to remove areas 
adjoining the SPA, and improvements are made to the SANG, there is potential to apply 
full capacity to the site (1000 persons to 8ha of SANG in accordance with the Thames 
Basin Heaths SPA Avoidance Strategy SPD). This equates to an additional capacity of 350 
dwellings (at 2.5 average occupancy).  

3.18. Secondly, through discussions with Bracknell Forest Council, additional SANG capacity 
has been identified at Shepherds Meadows SANG from an extension to the existing site 
and the reallocation of capacity currently underutilised. This equates to a potential 
additional capacity of 500 units and it has been agreed through Duty to Cooperate 
meetings between Bracknell Forest and Surrey Heath that additional capacity will be 
secured through a Statement of Common Ground.  

3.19. Finally, another opportunity to provide additional SANG capacity has been identified from 
private SANGs in Bracknell Forest Council that have catchment areas reaching strategic 
sites in Camberley Town Centre. Through discussions with site owners, there is an 
opportunity to utilise capacity at these SANGs for London Road Block (equating to a 
capacity of 550 units).  
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Table 2: Summary of potential sources of additional SANG for Surrey Heath 

SANG option Potential dwelling capacity 

Diamond Ridge Woods SANG with 
enhancements and amended site area. 

350 

Additional capacity from Shepherds 
Meadows SANG in Bracknell Forest 

500 

Private SANGs in Bracknell Forest Council 550 

3.20. As identified in the SANG trajectory presented at paragraph 3.12, there is a SANG 
capacity deficit of 1,516 dwellings in the West of the Borough based on current SANG 
capacity available in Surrey Heath. The three opportunities identified to provide additional 
SANG capacity outlined above equate to a total potential SANG capacity of 1400 
dwellings (at 2.5 average occupancy). Therefore, if all three options could be secured by 
the Council, the SANG capacity deficit remaining for the Plan period would be 108 
dwellings (beginning in 2034/35). 

3.21. However, due to the majority of dwellings requiring SANG being located in Camberley 
Town Centre will comprise of flatted development, the occupancy levels will generally be 
lower (1.4 persons for a 1 bed dwelling, 1.85 persons for a 2 bed dwelling). Moreover, 
opportunities remain for individual applications to seek SANG capacity in neighbouring 
authorities, instead of being allocated strategic SANG from Surrey Heath directly. A 
recent example of this was the Sturt Road scheme (20/1048/FFU) for 160 dwellings that 
acquired SANG capacity in Hart District Council. This provides additional flexibility for 
the Plan period.  

3.22. Therefore, it is likely that the SANG deficit would be lower than forecast based on the 
housing numbers identified from the SLAA 2021. Consequently, the additional SANG 
capacity identified would be sufficient to meet the needs for development for the Plan 
Period up to 2038, subject to agreement by Natural England. 

3.23. Another opportunity that is currently being explored through discussions with the site 
promoter is the potential for a new strategic SANG at the Land East of St Catherines 
Road site. The site was identified in the SANG Acquisition Strategy and is also assessed in 
the updated SLAA 2021(site ID375) as being deliverable in the 0-5 year period. If this site 
were to come forward, its catchment area would reach the entirety of the Western 
Urban Area and, at 30ha, meet the full identified SANG capacity needs of the new Local 
Plan in isolation. However, discussions on this site are at an early stage and remain 
uncertain. 
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3.24. At this stage, discussions with landowners for other sites identified in the SANG 
acquisition strategy are at an early stage and the potential to bring forward a SANG on 
these sites remains uncertain. 

Habitats Regulation Assessment (HRA) 

3.25. Surrey Heath Borough Council commissioned AECOM to undertake a Habitats 
Regulations Assessment (HRA) of the Draft Surrey Heath Local Plan Preferred Options 
2019-2038. The objective of an HRA is to identify any aspects of a Plan that may result in 
Likely Significant Effects (LSEs) and, where relevant, adverse effects on the integrity of the 
National Site Network (NSN), either in isolation or in combination with other plans and 
projects. The NSN is comprised of European sites (Special Areas of Conservation (SACs), 
Special Protection Areas (SPAs) and, as a matter of Government policy, Ramsar sites). 
Furthermore, the HRA is also to advise on appropriate policy mechanisms for delivering 
mitigation where adverse effects on integrity are identified. Under the Conservation of 
Habitats and Species Regulations 2017 (as amended), an Appropriate Assessment of 
impact pathways is required, where a plan or project is likely to result in Likely Significant 
Effects (LSEs) upon a European Site, either individually or in combination. 

3.26. The HRA concludes that, given that the Council is working on identifying sufficient SANG 
capacity in collaboration with Natural England, SAMM monies are being secured and 
adequate reference to the Avoidance Strategy is made in the Plan, there will be no 
adverse effects of the Surrey Heath Local Plan on the Thames Basin Heaths SPA and 
Thursley, Ash, Pirbright & Chobham SAC regarding recreational pressure, both alone and 
in-combination. No additional policy recommendations were made for inclusion in the 
Plan. 
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4. Conclusion 

4.1. Given the constrained urban nature of the west of the Borough where the need for 
SANG is most acute, and the fact that much of the land outside the defined urban area is 
either of nature conservation value or in MoD land ownership, the delivery of SANG 
capacity to mitigate the residential development anticipated in the Local Plan has been 
challenging. The Council has been proactively pursuing a number of SANG options to 
demonstrate that the proposed level of housing can be delivered. Further work on these 
options will continue as the Local Plan as the plan continues to be developed.  

4.2. Based on the likely SANG options identified in Section 3 above it is anticipated that 
adequate SANG with appropriate catchments can be delivered to mitigate fully the impact 
of new residential development over the Plan period.    
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5. Appendix 1- Map of Strategic SANGs 
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