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Habitats Regulations Assessment Update Note:  
East Northamptonshire Four Towns Plan  
 
 
1.0 Introduction 
 
1.1 East Northamptonshire Council is in the process of developing a Four Towns 

Plan Development Plan Document (DPD), which will set out further detail on 
development proposed in the emerging North Northamptonshire Joint Core 
Strategy (JCS) review.  Together, the Four Towns Plan and JCS review will form 
the new Local Plan for the southern part of East Northamptonshire District.  In 
2011, Enfusion was commissioned by East Northamptonshire Council to 
progress the Habitats Regulations Assessment (HRA) work for the Four Towns 
Plan.  

 
1.2 This note provides an update of the HRA work carried out to date for the Four 

Towns Plan and how this relates to the current and future status of the 
Development Plan Document (DPD).   

 
2.0 Requirement for Habitats Regulations Assessment 
 
2.1 The Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations (2010) [the Habitats 

Regulations] require that HRA is applied to all land use plans in England and 
Wales.  The Habitats Regulations transpose the requirements of the European 
Directive (92/43/EEC) on the Conservation of Natural Habitats and Wild Flora 
and Fauna [the Habitats Directive] which aims to protect habitats and 
species of European nature conservation importance. 

 
2.3 The Directive establishes a network of internationally important sites 

designated for their ecological status.  These are referred to as Natura 2000 
sites or European Sites, and comprise Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) 
and Special Protection Areas (SPAs) which are designated under European 
Directive (2009/147/EC) on the conservation of wild birds [the Birds Directive].  
In addition, Government guidance also requires that Ramsar sites (which 
support internationally important wetland habitats and are listed under the 
Convention on Wetlands of International Importance [Ramsar Convention]) 
are included within the HRA process as required by the Regulations.  

 
2.4 The aim of the HRA process is to assess the potential effects arising from a 

plan against the conservation objectives of any site designated for its nature 
conservation importance.  The approach taken for the HRA of the Four Towns 
Plan follows the method set out in formal guidance documents.  The key 
stages of the HRA process overall, and the specific tasks undertaken for each 
stage are set out in Table 1 below.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



East Northamptonshire Four Towns Plan     HRA Update Note 
 

September 2012  ENFUSION 2/3 

 
Table 1: Habitats Regulations Assessment: Key Stages 
 
Stages Habitats Regulations Assessment 

1. Identify European sites in and around the plan area. 
2. Examine the conservation objectives of each interest feature 
of the European site(s) potentially affected. 
3. Analyse the policy/ plan and the changes to environmental 
conditions that may occur as a result of the plan. Consider the 
extent of the effects on European sites (magnitude, duration, 
location) based on best available information. 
4. Examine other plans and programmes that could contribute 
(cumulatively) to identified impacts/ effects.  
5. Produce screening assessment based on evidence gathered 
and consult statutory nature conservation body on findings. 

Stage 1: 
Screening 
for Likely 
significant 
Effects 

6. If effects are judged likely or uncertainty exists – the 
precautionary principle applies proceed to Stage 2. 
1. Agree scope and method of Appropriate Assessment with 
statutory nature conservation body. 

Stage 2: 
Appropriate 
Assessment 2. Collate all relevant information and evaluate potential 

impacts on site(s) in light of conservation objectives. 
1. Consider how effect on integrity of site(s) could be avoided 
by changes to plan and the consideration of alternatives (e.g. 
an alternative policy/ spatial location). Develop mitigation 
measures (including timescale and mechanisms for delivery). 
2.  Prepare HRA/ AA report and consult statutory body. 

Stage 3:  
Mitigation 
Measures 
and 
Alternatives 
Assessment 3. Finalise HRA/AA report in line with statutory advice to 

accompany plan for wider consultation.  
 
 
3.0 HRA Work to Date 
 

Meeting with Natural England 
 

3.1 A meeting was held with Natural England on 22nd February 2011 to discuss the 
HRA of the Four Towns Plan.  Potential sources of information were discussed 
as well as the scope of the assessment.  

 
Scope of the HRA 
 

3.2 Following the meeting with NE, a scoping exercise was undertaken in March 
2011 to determine which European sites are within the influence of the Plan.  
Determining the scope of Plan is important as it can have spatial implications 
that extend beyond the intended plan boundaries.  The scoping exercise 
identified the following European site as being within the influence of the 
Plan: 

 
 Upper Nene Valley Gravel Pits SPA and Ramsar (designated 07 April 2011) 

 
3.3 The scoping exercise was subject to comment and advice from Natural 

England.  Once the Four Towns Plan has been progressed further and more 
detail on policies is available, the scoping exercise will need to be re-visited to 
ensure that all relevant European sites are considered by the HRA. 
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European Site Characterisations and Plans and Programmes Review 
 
3.4 Shortly after the scoping exercise in March 2011, information was gathered on 

the Upper Nene Valley Gravel Pits SPA and Ramsar and a site 
characterisation was prepared.  The characterisation included information on 
the qualifying features, conservation objectives, condition status and 
vulnerabilities of the site.  A plans and programmes review was also carried 
out to consider the key/ strategic plans that have the potential to act in 
combination with the Four Towns Plan.  The Europeans site characterisation 
and plans and programme will be updated in due course to inform the 
subsequent stages of the HRA. 

 
4.0 Next Steps 
 
4.1 The next steps for the HRA of the Four Towns Plan are as follows (please refer 

to Table 1): 
 

 Re-visit the scoping exercise and update the evidence base (European 
site characterisation and PP Review) during the development of policy 
options for the Plan, summer 2013.   

 Undertake a screening of draft policies to determine the potential for likely 
significant effects on European sites, August 2013. 

 Produce a report that summarises the key findings of the screening 
assessment and sets out if Appropriate Assessment (AA) will be required, 
September 2013. 

 Appropriate Assessment (if required) of the Four Towns Plan Pre-Submission 
Draft, for consideration by Planning Policy Committee (October 2013).   

 Produce a final report that summarises the key findings of the AA which 
will accompany the Pre-Submission Document on consultation November 
- December 2013. 

 
4.2 Consultation with NE and other key stakeholders will take place throughout 

the HRA process. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


