Enabling Biodiversity Net Gain in the Planning System
Councillor Tony Virgo - Bracknell Forest Council
Chair of The Climate Change Advisory Panel
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Introduction - About Bracknell Forest

. Bracknell was one of the first NEW towns to be designated in 1949.
. When Berkshire County Council was abolished, it eventually received Unitary status in
1998,

. The built-up area and population of the borough amounts to 35% of land mass and we are
lucky to have about 20% of forest — consisting principally of Windsor Forest which is run
by the Crown Estate.
. More than 20% of the Borough has wildlife value and is protected by some form of
designation.
. South of the Borough is home to part of the Thames Heath Special Protection Area
which protects 3 species of endangered Birds. (Nightjar, Woodlark and Dartford Warbler)
. The Borough has grown rapidly from about 20,000 around the second world war to its
present population of 121 thousand and continues to grow at a fast rate.
. There is considerable pressure to build more homes in the Borough and we have seen 2
about 660 homes built last year and like other Councils with large developments - it puts a - ~
strain on infrastructure and open spaces, if not properly planned. t/‘ Bracknell
Forest
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Councils approach to
Biodiversity

Bracknell introduced and adopted a new Biodiversity Action plan in 2018 — 2023.

This plan was the first of its kind of all the local authorities to be published in
Berkshire.

It demonstrated our commitment to nature conservation in the Borough. The plan
was made up of contributions from various nature partnerships and action groups
and volunteers including groups like the Binfield Badger Group.

The plan has become a good framework in which to help and guide our planning
team when considering planning applications. It sets standards and monitoring
through the nature partnership with reviews.

We also receive data, with a service agreement, from the Thames Valley
Environmental Records Centre with plays a vital role in collating biological records
across the 3 counties of Berkshire, Buckinghamshire and Oxfordshire.

We need actuate monitoring from all our partners and voluntary groups.

A developer removed recently removed a large area of trees without prior
permission and we pressed through legal means the replanting of the area with
similar tree stock.
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BFC Emerging Planning
Policies

The Council’'s new local plan is currently awaiting approval by the Planning Inspector,
following an examination '

The proposed Plan has a minimum 10% gain of biodiversity. Some of this will be
achieved through 106 contributions towards Council Projects but some net gain
projects may be established on the development site itself. This would be funded
by the developer.

One large, proposed development at Jealotts Hill (2000 new homes) in our new local
plan — is setting out to achieve 20% biodiversity gain.

Our approach is to co-ordinate BNG (Biodiversity Net Gain), across several service
areas such including Planning, Parks and Countryside, legal and finance to achieve
the best impact for Bracknell Forest.

For developments which cannot achieve biodiversity net gain on site, the council will ))
2

be setting up Council Bidiversity projects whereby developers can pay the Council
s106 contributions to achieve their net gain by funding biodiversity improvements on
Council owned land. The Council will carry out his work funded by the developers. t/ﬂ Bracknell
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BFC Emerging Planning
Policies

This approach to BNG reflects work already undertaken for the provision of
Sangs (Suitable Alternative Natural Green Space) which help mitigate
impacts on the Thames Basin Heaths Special Protection Area.

This arrangement enables development to proceed and provides more
money to enhance public land across the Borough, creating a more
biodiverse borough

As many of you will know, the Environmental Act 2021 sets a mandatory
binding target with a minimum 10% target, but further consultation is
needed but it is hoped this will come into force in November 2023.

It will use the Defra biodiversity metric measure. The aim is to leave ))
2

development in a better place and should help lessen opposition to
development, given the overall gains.

However, while waiting for these policies to come into force — we can only
apply 1% biodiversity gain
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In our new local plan, it states:

“Where biodiversity has been removed or degraded (including through neglect),
the Council will take the pre-development biodiversity value as what it is likely to
have been had the removal or degradation not occurred.

The Council will secure effective avoidance, mitigation, monitoring and
compensation measures which will be maintained for at least 30 years after the
development has been completed through the imposition of planning conditions,
conservation covenants or planning obligations as appropriate, including
monitoring of the effectiveness of these measures.”

It goes on to state..
“‘Developments are required to demonstrate how existing wildlife habitats such as

trees, hedgerows, woodlands and rivers will be retained, safeguarded and ))
managed during and after development, including the provision of buffers where h 2
required. Where necessary, a management plan outlining mitigation measures /| Bracknell
will be required to sensitively manage any issues affecting biodiversity resources Forest

arising as a result of the development.” Council



My Role as a Councillor

Before | became a Councillor — | always took a great interest in improving the environment
and maters like litter collecting.

In my ward most of the problems come from residents concerned by large developments
effecting both traffic and pollution.

As a rural area we have had serious pressure with increased development and the sewage
system unable to cope particularly in heavy rain. This has resulted in overfills in The Cut at
Winkfield Row — a local stream that has been the site for King Fishers.

In my community Champion role | have pressured Thames Water to improve the sewer
network, they have implemented a deep clean of the pipes and installed monitoring
equipment to check overfills.

My fellow Councillor in the ward, we work as a team, and myself regularly cycle around the

ward monitoring and checking on any problems such as new developments, litter problems,

pollution etc. ))

We also take a strong interest in Trees and keep an eye open when development is in . 4

operation for any unnecessary felling. /| Bracknell
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My Role
Environmental focus

As Councillors — we work closely with environmental local groups. One such group is the
Warfield Environmental Group who have 200 litter pickers.

They work with our BFC Rangers and have manged to plants spring bulbs and wildflower
seeding in 30% of the verges in my ward.

On a recent visit to a school’s convention on Climate Change in the Borough — the wildlife
broadcaster Chris Packham CBE congratulated the Borough for their good work.

This year we planted wildflower seeding in a large verge and installed a garden seat. This
was extremely successful and inspired others to help the environment and of course
biodiversity.

We regularly have litter picks and | see the Welsh Government having talks with
McDonalds regarding car registrations being printed on the packaging. What a great idea
and one we should be adopting in England.

| am absolutely dismayed by people throwing litter out of vehicles and polluting our water
courses and green space with plastic.

| regularly have meetings with developers on issues like biodiversity and improving the
environment. It does pay off and have had successful with some recent applications where
we have refused the application at committee where standards on matters like biodiversity
were not met or properly considered.
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Questions

*All photos taken by residents of Bracknell as art of an annual nature photographic competition ))
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