PROPOSED SAND & GRAVEL EXTRACTION and ERECTION OF CONCRETE BATCHING PLANT

LAND AT NEW DENHAM, BUCKINGHAMSHIRE (PREFERRED AREA 4)

NON-TECHNICAL SUMMARY OF ENVIRONMENTAL STATEMENT.

1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 It is proposed to extract sand and gravel from land south west of New Denham, which is identified in the Minerals Local Plan for Buckinghamshire as a “preferred area” for over 10 years.  The identification of the site for mineral extraction is therefore well known to the local community.

1.2 The application is being made by Summerleaze Ltd to Buckinghamshire County Council as Mineral Authority, the land is in the ownership of the County Council and as planning authority the application will be determined by the County Council.

1.3 The environmental statement deals with matters raised by the County Council (as planning authority) in the Screening Opinion dated 16 October 2001 and in subsequent associated correspondence and discussions.  It includes:-

1 Geology, Hydrogeology and Hydrology

2 Landscape and Visual

3 Restoration & Ecology

4 Soils, Agriculture & Restoration

5 Land Use and Recreation

6 Cultural heritage including Archaeology and Listed Buildings

7 Access & Traffic

8 Noise

9 Air Quality

10 Alternatives, Economic & Social Issues

The Planning Policy Framework is described in the Planning Statement submitted with the Planning Application

1.4 In this summary the development is described and the individual environmental assessment topics are then summarised.

2 THE PROPOSED MINERAL EXTRACTION

2.1 The proposed development is described in detail in the accompanying planning application.

2.2 The preferred area identified in the Minerals Plan is an area of 57.7 ha, of which a small part is outside the ownership of the County Council and not included within the planning application.  

2.3 Taking into account margins and buffer zones, the net workable area of the site is reduced to 40.5ha  with estimated reserves of 2.40 mt, with an average depth of deposit of approximately 5m.   The material would be extracted over a period of 8 years, at a rate of 300,000 tonnes per year, extraction will start in 2007.

2.4 The sand and gravel worked via a new access and plant area to the north of the site.  A new roundabout junction with the A412 would enable material to be taken out without requiring access through nearby settlements.

2.5 The site will be worked in phases and the material will be transported to the proposed plant area via a conveyor.  This will reduce the number of vehicle movements throughout the site and consequently reduce any noise and nuisance to nearby residents.

2.6 The plant site will include stockpiles of extracted material to meet immediate demand, together with ancillary buildings, including office, weighbridge, workshop etc.

2.7 Bunding and landscaping throughout the site will reduce the impact of the mineral extraction on the local community.

3 GEOLOGY, HYDROGEOLOGY AND HYDROLOGY

3.1 This section provides a detailed assessment of the geology, hydrogeology  and hydrology of the application site, an assessment of flood risk and surface water management associated with the proposal.  The section also assesses the potential impacts of the development and details necessary mitigation measures.

3.2 Geology

i A layer of alluvium extends across most of the site, with a thin horizon of peat / peaty clay to the east of the area.  The underlying fluvial sand and gravels extend across the site and are exposed within the base and sites of the rivers throughout the area.

ii The fluvial sands and gravels are immediately underlain by Reading Beds of silty, sandy clays.

iii The borehole results provide detailed information of the materials and thicknesses across the site.

3.3 Hydrogeology

i Groundwater is present within the fluvial sands and gravels to be extracted from the site.  These have been shown to be at relatively stable levels, with small seasonal variations. 

ii The groundwater flow in the fluvial sands and gravels of the main part of the site is towards the Colne Brook and River Alderbourne to the south.  Groundwater flow below the western part of the site is to the south-east mirroring the rise in sand and gravel within this area.  The gradients are shallow, reflecting the flat topography of the area.

iii Only minor levels of groundwater were encountered in the Reading Beds.

iv Monitoring of the chalk aquifer to the north west of the site indicate that artesian flow is likely to be occurring across the site to the south east.

v Groundwater quality within the aquifer is good, reflecting the quality of the adjacent Rivers and Brooks.

vi There a number of licensed groundwater abstractions within the area although the site is not within a Source Protection Zone

3.4 Hydrology

i The proposal is bounded to the east by the River Colne and Colne Brook and a tributary of Colne Brook, the Alderbourne forms the western site boundary.  Rusholt Brook flows southward through the site and joins Colne Brook on the southern site boundary.  The Assessment provides a detailed description of each catchment.

ii The Environment Agency’s monitoring of the water quality of the watercourses indicate them to be typically in the range very good to good and as such to be high quality watercourses.

iii The flow of the Rusholt Brook varies as it crosses the site, indicating it to be in close interrelationship with the river and the sand and gravel aquifer.  The Brook was typically dry during the summer months.

3.5 Flood Risk Assessment

i In accordance with the Environment Agency’s requirements, a flood risk assessment was carried out, which details that the phased development has a beneficial impact as it increases flood storage from the current level, by locally lowering the ground elevations, resulting in a greater volume of flood storage throughout each stage of the development.

3.6 Impacts

i Identified impacts of the proposals include, physical disturbance or removal of surface water features, increased vulnerability of the underlying aquifer, potential for contamination of groundwaters by suspended solids, fuels or industrial processes and the implications for water quality of backfilling with overburden.

3.7 Mitigation 

i The report emphasises that all of these impacts can be mitigated against by good site / surface water management practice, including settlement ponds, temporary sumps and catchpits.

ii The groundwater conditions dictate a “wet” method of working, which will mitigate any impacts on the groundwater levels within the area on the basis that there will be no significant pumping or de-watering of areas of extraction.

iii Testing of material prior to importation for restoration will ensure no significant effects on water quality.

4 LANDSCAPE AND VISUAL

4.1 The application site is defined as within the Thames Valley Character Area 115, (as defined by the Countryside Agency and English Nature) the general characteristics, which are clearly exhibited in this site are;-

i The floodplain providing unity to a large area of the countryside, characterised by poor quality agriculture and

ii Towards London the character is taken over by urban influences.

4.2 The site area, to the west of New Denham, is fairly typical of the wider landscape context, as it lies at an interface of the relatively open countryside, the urban area and is in close proximity to the M25 and the M40.

4.3 The County Council’s more detailed assessment of the landscape character associates the area with the urbanisation of the landscape, particularly pylons, the lack of woodland cover and disturbed ground.

4.4 The Council’s priorities for the landscape are to:-

i Reduce visual impact of the urban edges

ii Improve hedgerow management

iii Establish new woodland

iv Properly restore mineral workings

v Restore lost landscape structure.

4.5 Through restoration, the mineral extraction site provides opportunities to deliver a number of these aspirations to meet the County Council’s landscape objectives.

4.6 The characteristics of the site area are such that the introduction of mineral extraction, together with all proposed mitigation, would not introduce a discordant feature to the landscape, already heavily influenced by the adjacent urban fringe.  The site and surroundings would successfully accommodate the development impact of a temporary nature in order to allow the benefit of the final restoration for recreational and open space uses.

4.7 The final restoration scheme allows for large areas of open water, which it is understood the County Council will utilise for recreational purposes, together with the restoration of existing landscape features, including hedgerows and trees.  It is unlikely that these features would be restored unless the mineral extraction is carried out.

4.8 The significant effects of the completed development would be:-

i The change in character and views from Colne Valley Regional Park and the Metropolitan Green Belt

ii The change in views from existing residential properties within 1km of the site and

iii The community benefits associated with the provision of the recreational amenity space and the renewal of the footpath & bridleway network.

4.9 These effects are assessed to be of low adverse significance largely due to the change in character from farmland heavily influenced by urban built form, temporarily to an industrial landscape and subsequently to a recreational and amenity based landscape.

5 RESTORATION & ECOLOGY

5.1 This report provides an ecological assessment of the proposal; summarizing the ecological importance of the site, the effects of the proposal and measures to mitigate any adverse effects.

5.2 The report also considers appropriate mitigation measures to enhance biodiversity whilst reducing the potential bird strike risk with regard to London Heathrow and RAF Northholt.

Ecology

5.3 A botanical and protected species survey of the application site was undertaken.  A single badger hole was present and the watercourses bordering the site may be used by otters.

5.4 A number of mature trees within the site appear suitable for bats and four separate surveys were carried out to determine the bat use within the area.

5.5 Whilst a number of trees were found to be suitable for occupation by bats, no evidence of their use for roosting was found.    However there was evidence of bats using the area to feed and the report deals with measures to ensure the operations have the least possible impact on any bats using the area.

5.6 A survey of the flora of the application site details the species of the grassland, watercourses and water margins and hedgerows.  None of the flora is of major ecological significance being largely common and widespread species.  The hedgerows have been poorly maintained and do not meet the criteria of “importance” under the Hedgerow Regulations 1997.

5.7 The area was found not to contain the necessary characteristics for successful breeding by amphibians, including great crested newts. It is possible that grass snake may be present within the area.

5.8 A survey of breeding birds was undertaken which identified the birds using the area for breeding and that whilst there would be a short term negative effect on one UK Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP) Priority bird species but overall, the restoration would lead to a low level positive effect.

5.9 The proposal was considered to contribute to marsh, standing open water, reedbed and wet woodland components of the Buckinghamshire and Milton Keynes Biodiversity Action Plan 2000 – 2010 and to contribute to potential habitat for a number of UK BAP Priority Species.  It would also benefit the Colne Valley Park objectives.

Restoration 

5.10 The site will be restored to maximise its ecological potential, whilst minimising any increased risk of bird strike which could affect London Heathrow and RAF Northolt.

5.11 This will be achieved by tree planting and steep edged, deep areas of water with limited marginal vegetation fringes.  This minimises the potential for use by large, flocking, water birds.

5.12 In addition, woodland planting and tussocky grassland will reduce the use of the site by water fowl and large flocks of birds.

5.13 A Bird Management Plan will be agreed with British Airports Authority and Defence Estates in order to minimise risk via on-going management.

6 SOILS, AGRICULTURE & RECREATION

6.1 This section provides a baseline study of the agricultural circumstances of the application site, including agricultural land classification and detail of soils.

6.2 The section also considers the impacts of the proposal and possible mitigation, assuming the restoration of the site to potential recreational uses.

6.3 The site is owned by Buckinghamshire County Council, with three tenant farmers.

6.4 A MAFF investigation of the land has placed about 74% in the “best and most versatile” category, in this case mostly in Subgrade 3a, the lowest division of that category.  Subsequent investigations have indicated that these gradings may be optimistic and that only about 33% of the site (approx 18.5 hectares) is in the best and most versatile category.  The proposal therefore results in the loss of only a relatively small area of higher quality agricultural land, which is not currently being farmed to its full potential.

6.5 Impacts

i Soils will be stripped from the land to facilitate the extraction of sand and gravel from the site.

ii The restoration of the site to recreational uses will result in the removal of 59 Ha of agricultural land from use.

iii The farm enterprises within the site will cease, although land around Field Cottage will remain in agricultural use.

iv The restoration of the site to landscaped lake, woodland and open land will result in a change to the visual appearance and character of the area.

6.6 Mitigation

i The re-use of existing soils for the restoration of parts of the site will mitigation the environment impact of their stripping.

ii Surplus soils from the site could either be used for backfill or given more beneficial use off site.

iii The restoration of the site for potential recreational purposes will have a beneficial impact on the community and surrounding area.

7 CULTURAL HERITAGE

7.1 This section assesses the impact of the extraction proposal on the Cultural Heritage of the area.  In particular the impact on the archaeology of the site and on listed buildings within the area.

Archaeology

7.2 A desk based assessment of the area identified over fifty sites within 1 km of the boundaries of the site.   A subsequent auger survey located and characterised the significant archaeological deposits and landscape features within the site. 

7.3 A physical survey of the site using test pits and trenches identified the location of several sites of significance or potential significance.  These sites included prehistoric flint scatters of National Importance (Scatters 1 – 2) and potentially of Regional Importance (Scatter 3) and areas of later prehistoric activity.  These are detailed within the archaeological report. 

7.4 With the exception of Scatter 1, which can be preserved in situ, the proposed development would have an unavoidable impact on archaeological remains within the site.  After consultation with Buckinghamshire County Council, an outline programme of archaeological mitigation has been drawn up. 

Mitigation

7.5 The objectives of archaeological mitigation are detailed to be:-

i To establish the location, extent and significance of archaeological features.

ii To assess the nature of human use of the site through time.

iii To enable a reconstruction of the changing environment of this part of the Colne Valley.

iv To assess the results of the field work, the need for further analysis and the publication of the results.

7.6  The mitigation strategy will be delivered by the treatment of the site as six “zones”, these being detailed on a map attached to the report.

i Zone 1 will involve preservation of materials in situ, this is essentially an area to the north of the western part of the extraction site.

ii Zone 2 involves detailed excavation and recording Scatters 2 and 3 and a possible additional site, Scatter 4.

iii Zone 3, the area will be stripped and recorded under detailed archaeological conditions.

iv Zone 4 will be stripped and recorded under continuous archaeological observation.

v Zone 5 will require an intermittent watching brief.

vi Zone 6 will be evaluated and be recorded either by an intermittent watching brief or under continuous archaeological observation.

7.7 Following completion of the fieldwork an assessment of the result will involve all retained finds being identified and a descriptive summary prepared.  Environmental samples would be processed and a report of all findings prepared.

7.8 The project would be archived and deposited within the Buckinghamshire County Museum.

Monitoring

7.9 On-going monitoring of the site would be provided by regular on-site consultation between Summerleaze Ltd, the Project Archaeologist, Buckinghamshire County Council and English Heritage.

Listed Buildings

7.10 There are only two listed buildings within the vicinity of the application site, these are Southlands Manor and a Barn part of the Southlands Manor complex.

7.11 The application site will be screened from the Manor by existing hedges, a 2 metre fence and the lowering of the plant area to reduce the impact of the plant.

7.12 The site is also approximately 150m from the listed buildings and consequently the operations would not have an impact on either the listed buildings or their setting. 

8 ACCESS & TRAFFIC

8.1 This section assesses the likely highway and traffic impact of the proposal during its use for mineral extraction, the subsequent landfilling and restoration of the site.

8.2 Access to the site is proposed via a roundabout junction from the A412, a busy link road between the M40, Slough and the M4.  Traffic normally moves freely along the A412, although congestion can occur at peak times at Denham roundabout or when the road is used as a diversion when M25 is blocked.

8.3 It is envisaged that the main activities of mineral extraction, concrete batching and waste importation during the lifespan of the operation will result in maximum HGV movements of 218 per day, with a realistic daily usage of 200 190 HGVs.

8.4 In order to accommodate both Willetts Lane and the private access to Southlands Manor into the roundabout and ensure the free flow of existing traffic, a large (65m) diameter roundabout has been agreed with the highway authority (Bucks County Council).  This involves the re-alignment of 250m of the A412, and requires some additional agricultural land to the north-west.  This land is also within Bucks CC ownership.  Existing street lighting within the area will also be modified to include the roundabout.

8.5 Impacts

i The impact of an additional 18 HGVs per hour will be limited given the current level of use of the A412.  This will be less than 1% of total traffic,  0.4% of total traffic during the AM peak.  The scheme will add 12% to existing HGV use of the A412 north of the roundabout.

ii The adequate size and design of the roundabout will avoid delays in turning into and out of the site and combing Willetts Lane into the junction will result in road safety benefits.

iii Footpath 25 crosses the quarry access.  However this is mainly a recreational access and as such its use is greater during weekends and Bank Holidays, when the quarry would not be operational.

8.6 Mitigation

i The design of the proposed roundabout is such that it will result in safe vehicle movements into and out of the site and an improvement in highway safety for all users of the highway.

ii The level of traffic proposed, in comparison to the existing traffic using the A412 is not considered to warrant any other mitigation.

iii The access road to the quarry will be bunded and landscaped to mitigate its impact on the area.

iv Footpath 25 will be kept away from quarry traffic with the exception of the crossing, which will be designed to minimise the effect on footpath users.

9 NOISE

9.1 This section details the findings of noise surveys near to dwellings in the vicinity of the application site, calculates noise levels arising from the proposed working and details mitigation measures to minimise site noise to dwellings where necessary.

9.2 Existing noise levels

i The area is significantly affected by road traffic noise from the various major roads within the area.

ii Locations close the dwellings were chosen to assess the baseline noise conditions.

9.3 Potential noise sources include plant and equipment used for the removal of soils and overburden, namely hydraulic excavator, dump trucks and dozer.

9.4 Calculations are based on the intention that sand and gravel will be extracted by hydraulic excavator, into dump trucks for transportation to a conveyor feed hopper.  The material is then transported by conveyor to processing plant including a crusher, sizing screens and barrel wash.  A concrete batching plant and storage bays would also be provided.

9.5 The noise impact of mineral workings is usually limited to day time activity, therefore although the noise will not interfere with local residents sleep, if unmitigated it can be annoying during daytime.

9.6 Vehicle movements within the site are aggravated by safety warning sounds, which the applicant intends to reduce, using silent warnings wherever possible.

9.7 Vibration is not normally perceived outside the boundary of the site and this is therefore not considered likely to be problematical.  

9.8 Site noise does not appear to have an adverse impact on fauna within its vicinity.

9.9 Mitigation

i To comply with required noise levels, screening bunds will be placed adjacent to the extraction phases, at the closest approach of workings to nearby dwellings.  Barriers will also be placed around the processing plant area.

ii A barrier will be provided between The Lodge and Southlands Manor adjacent to the concrete batching plant.

iii 3m and 5m high barriers will be provided between the extraction areas and nearby dwellings.

9.10 With the mitigation measures in place, the noise levels will comply with recommended noise limits and that the proposed development will be maintained within acceptable environmental limits.

AIR QUALITY

9.11 The air quality assessment included:-

i The evaluation of the existing and future air quality in and around the application site.

ii Identification of significant changes to air quality as a result of the proposal and 

iii Detailing of mitigation measures to minimise any adverse effects of the development.

9.12 The application site is located between two major roads, the A4020 and the A412 and is approximately 500m from the M40 and the M25.  the closest residential properties are Southlands Manor to the west and Cherry Tree Lane to the south, with a large number of residential and commercial premises to the north-east and east of the site.  Some of these properties may be sensitive to dust impacts.  Visual inspection of the area concluded that there are currently no significant sources of dust in the study area.

9.13 To assess the impact of traffic, receptors were selected at locations where air quality might be altered because of predicted changes in traffic flow and where the impacts will be greatest.  These locations are the Lodge at Southlands Manor and close to properties on the A412 in Iver Heath.

9.14 There is potential for sand and gravel extraction to generate dust within the site, particularly during dry weather.  The main potential being from earth movements and vehicles travelling over unpaved ground during dry weather.  This will be minimised by the use of conveyors to transport material across the site.  Furthermore the material will generally be wet, which will also minimise dust generation.  On site activities are therefore judged to be moderate in scale.

9.15 Allowing for the mitigation measures, it is likely that there are up to six residential properties with a risk of being affected by dust at some point during the working of the site.  None of these are likely to experience significant dust effects.  There is a risk to parts of the grounds of Southlands Manor and the commercial properties to the east of the site from occasional dust soiling, whilst dust soiling of watercourses or Kingcup Meadow is unlikely to be significant.

Mitigation of the likely effects of dust will include:-

i Minimal use of unpaved routes across the site,

ii Water sprays to ensure unpaved routes are kept damp

iii Speed limits of 5mph on unpaved ground and 10mph on paved ground

iv Sheeting of lorries carrying dusty material

v Stockpiles of dusty material kept as far as possible from sensitive locations 

vi Regular use of water assisted dust sweeper on local roads, when necessary

vii Regular cleaning of paved areas on site

viii Jet spray and wheel wash facilities for vehicles leaving the site and

ix Water suppression on any processing plant.

9.16 Even with the mitigation in place, there is a risk of occasional dust impacts on six properties during the lifespan of the site.  These impacts are only likely when a dust raising activity is carried out close to the properties and the wind is blowing towards them.  This will not be a frequent event throughout the lifetime of the excavation.

9.17 Exhaust emissions from construction traffic and site plant are unlikely to add significantly to air pollutants within the area.

9.18 Once excavation and remediation activities are complete there are unlikely to be any residual effects on dust and pollutants within the area.

9.19 No off site mitigation measures are considered to be necessary.  Vehicles travelling to and from the site will follow a route where there are few sensitive receptors and once excavation and remediation activities are complete there will be no residual effects.

ALTERNATIVES, ECONOMIC & SOCIAL ISSUES

9.20 This section identifies the potential use of the sand and gravel to be extracted from the application site and the positive economic impact this will have on the locality.  

9.21 The section also considers the alternative options, both in terms of the mineral sites available and methods of working the site.

Economic & Social Issues 

9.22 The replacement of existing agricultural jobs with plant operations staff and associated employees is detailed and the employment level of the final restoration use considered.

9.23 In addition the amenity and recreational use of the site area is considered and its potential positive impact on the well being of the community.

Alternatives

9.24 The site is identified as a “preferred area” for sand and gravel extraction in the Minerals Local Plan for Buckinghamshire 1996 – 2006.  This site was also identified in the previous Minerals Plans (1995 and 1990) and in the original Minerals Subject Plan (1978).

9.25 The preparation of the Adopted Minerals Local Plan, and its predecessors, have involved a thorough comparative assessment of alternative sites for sand and gravel extraction.  The minerals planning process favours the working of preferred areas over sites which are not identified in this manner. 

9.26 Alternative sites have therefore been considered through the planning process and it is not appropriate for this issue to be revisited as part of this planning application.

9.27  It is however appropriate to consider alternative methods of working the application site and whether the chosen method is the most appropriate, with least environmental cost.

9.28 The applicant has considered the potential for working the site either by wet or dry means and because of the hydrogeology of the area it is proposed the site be worked wet.  That is the extraction would be within water, rather than the site being pumped dry, prior to extraction.

9.29 To minimise the environmental impact of the extraction, the mineral will be moved across the site by conveyor rather than substantial dumper truck movements.

9.30 The site layout is governed by the potential access onto the A412 and the availability of land above the floodplain within this area.  This has led to the phasing and progressive restoration of the site towards the access and working area to the north of the site.

9.31 With regard to the available alternatives for the afteruse of the site, the Minerals Plan requires the restoration of the site in a manner suitable for recreational use.  This is to accord with the aim of the Colne Valley Park, which dictates a water based scheme.

9.32 The alternative, to fill the site to dry land and restore it to agriculture has therefore not been considered, although the need to reduce the potential impact of wetland birds of nearby aviation means the amount of water must be reduced, with a corresponding need to import some inert fill material.

9.33 The final alterative considered is that of transport and whilst there is a nearby canal available, investigation has proved that the lack of suitable wharfage and land ownership problems have meant that transport by water has proved impractical.
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