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E1 General 

The significance of ecological effects is assessed according to the following criteria: 

• The magnitude of the effect, as determined by its intensity and by its extent in space and time. 

• The value, in nature conservation and ecological contexts, of affected receptors including species, 
populations, communities, habitats, landscapes and ecosystems. 

Significance is determined by the interaction of these primary criteria, being high for large effects on 
receptors of high value, and lower for smaller effects on receptors of lower value.   

In this assessment significant effects are additionally defined as those of sufficient importance to 
warrant consideration of whether mitigation is feasible in the context of the particular proposals. 

 

E2 Biodiversity 

Significance is deemed to attach to any effect that clearly results in more than local loss of 
biodiversity, or any effect that involves the loss of irreplaceable habitat, especially ancient 
countryside. 

In June 1992, the Convention of Biological Diversity was signed by 159 governments at the Earth 
Summit, which took place in Rio de Janeiro.  It entered into force on 29 December 1993 and it was the 
first treaty to provide a legal framework for biodiversity conservation.  It called for the creation and 
enforcement of national strategies and action plans to conserve, protect and enhance biological 
diversity.  The treaty was enacted in the UK as the Biodiversity: the UK Action Plan, 1994 (1).  There 
are currently 436 biodiversity action plans, 391 species action plans and 45 habitat action plans.  Local 
Biodiversity Action Plans reflect the aims and objectives of the national plans for the habitats and 
species found in the local area.  The assessment considers the impacts to the priority habitats and 
species identified in the national and local biodiversity action plans (BAPs). 

 

E3 Individual Species 

Effects on individual species are primarily assessed by combining the following considerations. 

• The extent of likely changes in population sizes. 

• The rarity of species. 

• The background of environmental impact on species from sources other than those under 
consideration in this assessment, including recent historical changes in population sizes, and the 
extent to which they are currently threatened. 

 

 
(1) Further information on the current status, factors affecting the habitat and current action plan objectives and targets for habitats can be found on the Action 
Plan website: http://www.ukbap.org.uk/plans/ha and the current status, factors causing loss or decline and current action plan objectives and targets for species 
can be found on the UKBAP website at http://www.ukbap.org.uk/plans/sp). 
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High importance is attached to species that are the subject of statutory protection or non-statutory 
designation for rarity or vulnerability.  Protection categories and designations relevant to this 
assessment include the following. 

• Species protected under the Conservation (Natural Habitats, etc) Regulations 1994 (SI No 2716) 
(or other instruments giving effect to the EC Habitats and Species Directive (92/43/EEC). 

• Species protected under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 and amendments. 

• Species included by the World Conservation Union (IUCN) (1) on the Red Data List for Great 
Britain. 

• Species included in British Red Data Books and subsequent reviews (Wigginton (1999) and RSPB 
et al (2002)). 

• Species native to Great Britain and considered by the World Conservation Monitoring Centre to be 
threatened at world level and for birds also at a European level (Tucker & Heath, 1994). 

• Species considered by Joint Nature Conservation Committee (JNCC) to be endemic to Great 
Britain. 

• Nationally Rare plant species defined by JNCC as those occurring in one to fifteen ten kilometre 
grid squares in a Nature Conservancy Council (NCC) region, and having no higher category of 
designation (Nature Conservancy Council, 1989). 

• Species listed as Nationally Scarce by JNCC ('pink data species') (3).  For birds Fuller, (1980) 
suggests nationally rare species are those with a British breeding population of between 1 and 1000 
pairs.  Batten et al (1990) define a rare breeding bird species as less than 300 pairs.  For other 
animals, national populations are detailed in various publications for example Atlas of Mammals in 
Britain (Arnold, 1993), Checklist of Protected British Species (Betts, 1998) and also national 
groups may provide information on population sizes eg The Mammal Society, Scottish Wildlife 
Trust etc. 

Importance may also be attached to regionally and locally rare species, especially those in the 
following categories: 

• Species listed as priorities in the relevant Local Biodiversity Action Plan. 

• County Rarities defined by JNCC as plant species occurring in three or fewer localities (not 
exceeding 1-km square) in a county or equivalent administrative unit. 

• For birds, regional scarcity can be assessed using publications such as The New Atlas of Breeding 
Birds in Britain and Ireland: 1988-1991 (Gibbons et al, 1993). 

• At a regional level specific studies provide information for other animals for example, Otter 
Survey of Scotland 1991-1994 (Green & Green, 1997). 

 

 
 (1) The criteria used by the World Conservation Union (formerly the International Union for the Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN) for 
assigning species to Red Data categories are widely used for the assessment of rare species in general; full details are given in The World Conservation Union 
(1994).  Besides rarity, other important considerations relate to key species in ecological communities, economically important species, species that are perceived 
to be exceptionally attractive, and species having special cultural significance. 
 (2) Vascular plants occurring in sixteen to one hundred 10 kilometre grid squares (Stewart, Pearman & Preston (1994), NCC (1989)). 
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• At the county level, information is typically available from statutory agencies and local wildlife 
trusts and other conservation organisations (eg local bird clubs). 

Increased importance may attach to local genetic varieties or unusually restricted populations of 
nationally common species.  Greatly reduced significance attaches to alien species (including UK 
natives that are alien to the district), introduced species (eg garden escapes) and casual ruderals (as 
distinct from members of ruderal communities indigenous to the district). 

Populations of individual species may be deemed important where they exceed certain threshold sizes 
(usually some percentage of the total world or European population).  For example threshold levels for 
international and national importance for wintering waterfowl bird populations are given in Pollitt et al 
(2001).  Trends in British European bird populations are provided in for example Marchant et al 
(1990); Gibbons et al (1993) and Tucker & Heath (1994).   

 

E4 Scientific and General Wildlife Interest of Sites 

Sites are assessed according to very well established criteria developed by the Nature Conservancy 
Council, initially for the selection of a national series of nature reserves (Ratcliffe, 1977) and 
subsequently modified for Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) selection (Nature Conservancy 
Council, 1989).  These include habitat and population size, diversity, naturalness, rarity, fragility and 
typicalness as primary criteria, and position in an ecological/geographical unit, potential value, and 
intrinsic appeal as secondary criteria.  Further details of these and related criteria are given in Usher 
(1986) and Nature Conservancy Council (1989) and more specifically for birds in Fuller (1980, 1982). 

In addition the following considerations are specifically taken into account in assessing the scientific 
value of sites in the EA process: 

• The presence of species assemblages, communities and habitat types requiring conservation in their 
own right, including those listed in Annex I of the EC Habitats and Species Directive (92/43/EEC), 
examples of rare National Vegetation Classification (NVC) communities and fine examples of 
other NVC communities having importance for reasons parallel to those discussed in connection 
with individual species. 

• The extent to which habitats represented in the site may have declined (in extent or quality) in the 
countryside at large and the extent to which they continue to be threatened with such decline. 

Very high importance is attached to sites that are the subject of statutory protection and high 
importance to non-statutory designation for their nature conservation importance.  Protection 
categories and designations relevant to this ES include the following: 

• Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) recommended to the European Commission by the British 
Government, and other possible candidate SACs identified to the Government by EN through 
JNCC; 

• Special Protection Areas (SPAs), designated under the EC Wild Birds Directive (79/409/EEC); 

• Ramsar Sites, designated under the Convention on Wetlands of International Importance, 1971; 

• Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs) under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 and 
amendments; 
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• National Nature Reserves (NNRs) and Local Nature Reserves (LNRs) designated under The 
National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act, 1949;  

• non-statutory nature reserves run by Scottish Wildlife Trust and RSPB; 

• sites designated for their nature conservation importance by local authorities and mentioned in 
Structure and Local Plans on that basis. 

 

E5 Ancient Countryside 

Special importance attaches to ancient semi-natural habitats that owe their character to long-term 
freedom from major change and usually to the long continuance of traditional kinds of land 
management as well, eg coppice woodlands, water meadows, lowland heaths, chalk downlands.  These 
habitats cannot be recreated quickly (if at all) or transplanted and neither can the special assemblages 
of plants and animals they support (including species not found elsewhere).  Most habitats in this 
category have suffered large-scale reductions in the post-war period due mainly to agricultural 
intensification.  They are discussed in Rackham (1986).  There are no widely accepted rules for 
quantifying the significance of ancient countryside loss, but any such loss would be deemed 
significant in the context of this assessment. 

 

E6 Amenity 

Consideration is given to the amenity value of sites for purposes connected with the observation and 
study of wildlife, and for the quiet enjoyment of the natural environment (as distinct from outdoor 
recreation).  The criteria relate to many issues including the following: 

• the intrinsic appeal and wildlife content of the site (common and attractive species may be as 
important as rare species in this context); 

• the potential of the site for educational use, especially by schools (habitat robustness may be 
important in this context); 

• whether the site has existing nature conservation use, or potential for such use (having regard to 
matters such as ownership, imperatives for conservation management, access, ease of movement 
within the site, and public safety); 

• the local demand for amenity sites, having regard to the location of the site relative to areas of 
population and areas of ecological deficiency. 

These criteria were largely developed by the urban wildlife movement, but the need for amenity sites 
in some rural areas is increasingly recognised.  Further details of amenity considerations relevant to 
the assessment are given in Greater London Council (1985), Greater Manchester Council (1986), 
Usher (1986), Johnston (1990) and Goldsmith (1991). 
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E7 Landscape Ecology 

Consideration is given to effects involving the landscape ecology (1) of potentially affected areas.  The 
criteria relate to many issues including the following: 

• the severance or other impoverishment of wildlife corridors in intensively farmed landscapes and 
urban areas; 

• fragmentation of areas of natural or semi-natural habitat; 

• reductions in the sizes of natural or semi-natural areas below estimated Minimum Critical Areas 
(MCAs); 

• disruption or other alteration of patterns of habitat connectivity across landscape-scale habitat 
mosaics, especially where networks of linear habitats (eg hedges, road verges) are involved. 

 

E8 References 

Arnold H R (1993)  Atlas of Mammals in Britain.  ITE/JNCC  HMSO. 

Batten L A, Bibby C J, Clement P, Elliott G D and Porter R F (1990) Red Data Birds of Britain, 
Nature Conservancy Council and Royal Society For The Protection of Birds, T & A D Poyser, 
London. 

Betts C J (1998) Checklist of Protected British Species.  Christopher Betts Environmental Biology, 
Monkwood Green, Worcester, UK. 

Fuller R J (1980) A Method for Assessing Ornithological Importance of Sites for Nature 
Conservation, Biological Conservation, 17, pp.229-239. 

Fuller R J (1982) Bird Habitats in Britain BTO/NCC T &A D Poyser. 

Gibbons D W, Reid J B & Chapman R A (1993) The New Atlas of Breeding Birds in Britain and 
Ireland: 1988-91, British Trust for Ornithology / Scottish Ornithologists' Club / Irish Wildbird 
Conservancy, T & A D Poyser. 

Goldsmith F B (1991) The Selection of Protected Areas, In: The Scientific Management of Temperate 
Communities for Conservation, edited by I F Spellerberg, F B Goldsmith & M G Morris, Blackwell, 
Oxford. 

Greater London Council (1985) Nature Conservation Guidelines for London, Ecology Handbook 3, 
Greater London Council. 

Greater Manchester Council (1986) A Nature Conservation Strategy for Greater Manchester, Greater 
Manchester Council. 

Green R & Green J (1997) Otter Survey of Scotland 1991-1994, The Vincent Wildlife Trust. 

Johnston J (1990) Nature Areas for City People, London Ecology Unit, Camden. 

 
(1) The interaction between the structure and distribution of landscape elements and ecology. 



 

                                                                                                                            

E6 
 
 

Marchant J H, Hudson R, Carter S P & Whittington P (1990) Population Trends in British Breeding 
Birds, British Trust for Ornithology. 

Musgrove A, Pollitt M, Hall C, Hearn R, Holloway S, Marshall P, Robinson J and Cranswick P (2001) 
The Wetland Bird Survey 1999-2000 Wildfowl and Wader Counts, British Trust for Ornithology, The 
Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust, Royal Society for the Protection of Birds and Joint Nature Conservation 
Committee. 

Nature Conservancy Council (1989) Guidelines for Selection of Biological SSSIs, Nature Conservancy 
Council, Peterborough. (Reprinted with minor amendments in 1995, revised edition 1998). 

Rackham O (1986) The History of the Countryside, Dent, London. 

Ratcliffe D A (1977) A Nature Conservation Review, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 

RSPB/BirdLife International/WWT/Game Conservancy Trust/BTO/Hawk and Owl Trust/Wildlife 
Trusts/National Trust/British Ornithologists’ Union/Joint Nature Conservation 
Committee/SNH/CCW/Environment & Heritatge service (Northern Ireland) (2002) The Population 
Status of Birds in the UK, Birds of Conservation Concern: 2002-2007, RSPB. 

The Scottish Parliament (September 2003) Nature Conservation (Scotland) Bill, The Stationery Office 
Ltd. http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/bills/pdfs/b9s2.pdf. 

Stewart A, Pearman D A & Preston C D (1994), Scarce Plants in Britain JNCC, Peterborough. 

The World Conservation Union (1994) IUCN Red List Categories, International Union for the 
Conservation of Nature. 

Tucker G M & Heath M F (1994) Birds in Europe: Their Conservation Status, BirdLife Conservation 
Series No 3, BirdLife International. 

Usher M B (1986) Wildlife Conservation Evaluation, Chapman & Hall, London. 

Wigginton M J (1999) British Red Data Books 1 Vascular Plants, JNCC, Peterborough. 

 

 
















