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RSPB response to Government’s public consultation ‘Creating a 

vision for the Oxford-Cambridge Arc’ 

In headline terms, we are disappointed by the absence of specific ambitions, goals, targets, or 

proposals for restoring nature and ensuring development is sustainable and climate neutral. We are 

also disappointed to see some major gaps in the SEA being applied to key components of the OxCam 

Arc plans. These must be Government’s priorities for the Arc to deliver positive outcomes for nature, 

climate, people, and the economy, and be a genuine world-leader for environmental sustainability. 

 
Our headline asks of Government on the ambition, vision and Spatial Framework for the 
Oxford-Cambridge Arc: 

1. Make the Arc’s economy nature-positive 
Review the economic ambition for the Arc to ensure it is compatible with Government’s 
response to the Dasgupta Review and actively supports the achievement of nature-positive 
outcomes, integrating these into the definition and measures of ‘growth’ in the Arc. 

2. Adopt ambitious goals and policies for nature and climate 
Adopt and embed the ambitious goals for nature recovery and environmental sustainability 
set out in the Arc Environment Principles1 in the vision and policy that will shape the Arc. 

3. Ensure key projects are subject to and informed by Strategic Environmental Assessment 
East West Rail and potential new settlements along its route should be subject to best 
practice Strategic Environmental Assessment and brought within the Spatial Framework’s 
Sustainability Appraisal process for assessing strategic alternatives. 

4. Keep growth and development within environmental limits 
Identify and assess the Arc’s environmental limits and tolerances and set limits on negative 
environmental impacts to keep growth and development from exacerbating existing 
environmental problems or creating new ones. 

5. Protect nature and secure its recovery across the Arc  
Including doubling the area of land managed for nature by 2050 through specific policies in 
the Spatial Framework to create and restore priority habitat in the Arc, guided by Local 
Nature Recovery Strategies and Arc-wide opportunities for landscape scale habitat creation. 

6. Set new high standards for environmental sustainability and ecological design 
Ensure new built development is designed to be nature-positive and carbon neutral, 
integrating space for wildlife to thrive and high-quality blue and green infrastructure to 
create resilient places and communities where people and nature co-exist. 

7. Demonstrate best practice in spatial planning for nature  
Including in the approach taken to the Sustainability Appraisal and Strategic Environmental 
Assessment and how these inform the Spatial Framework in its choices between strategic 
alternative options and policies to secure nature’s recovery across the Arc. 
 

These headline asks are expanded on in our detailed comments below, where we refer to specific 

sections of the consultation documents.  

 
1 Shared Regional Principles for Protecting, Restoring and Enhancing the Environment in the Oxford-Cambridge 
Arc (Arc Leadership Group, March 2021) 

https://www.semlep.com/modules/downloads/download.php?file_name=2306
https://www.semlep.com/modules/downloads/download.php?file_name=2306
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About the RSPB and our interests in the Oxford-Cambridge Arc 

The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) is Europe’s largest nature conservation 

organisation, with over 1 million members, more than 80,000 of them living in one of the five 

counties of the proposed Oxford-Cambridge Arc (also referred to in this document as ‘the OxCam 

Arc’ or just ‘the Arc’). 

The RSPB’s global headquarters, ‘The Lodge’, are located at Sandy in Bedfordshire, at the heart of 

the Arc. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic The Lodge was the primary workplace for more than 400 

RSPB employees and volunteers. 

The Lodge is also home to one of the RSPB’s eight nature reserves in the Arc, which form part of a 

land holding of more than 5,000 hectares managed for nature to deliver on local, national, 

international, and organisational conservation priorities.  

The RSPB’s nature reserves in the Arc are home to nationally and globally important wildlife habitats 

and species of conservation concern, not only birds but mammals, reptiles, amphibians, 

invertebrates, and plants. These habitats and species, and the ecosystems they form, are a vital part 

of the Arc’s ‘natural capital’ and provide numerous and wide ranging public benefits, goods, and 

services, from climate mitigation and adaptation to recreational opportunities for people living in or 

visiting the Arc. They include flood plain wetlands, native broadleaved woodland, lowland heath and 

meadows, chalk stream fed fen, and restored quarries, and are home to such rare and iconic species 

as turtle doves, common or European cranes, stone-curlews, bitterns and marsh harriers, otters, 

water voles, and natterjack toads. 

The RSPB also manages a working farm in the Arc, at Knapwell, just north of Cambourne in 

Cambridgeshire. Hope Farm has been managed by the RSPB since 2000 and has been at the 

forefront of pioneering new farming methods that integrate land management for biodiversity and 

environmental outcomes with productive farming (growing crops). A measure of Hope Farm’s 

success is that in 20 years it has seen a 226% increase in its breeding farmland birds, while its 

butterfly index increased by more than 400% in the same period. 

At Kingsbrook in Aylesbury, the RSPB is working with Barratt Developments to pioneer new 

standards for nature-friendly housing, incorporating sector-leading amounts of high-quality nature-

rich greenspace within and around the development to benefit wildlife and people.  

At Needingworth, in the heart of the Cambridgeshire Fens, the Hanson-RSPB Wetland Project is 

creating what will become the UK’s largest reedbed in a restored sand and gravel quarry which is 

being transformed into a nature reserve that will provide a refuge for wildlife and a place for people 

to visit and connect with nature. 

 

Back to navigation  

https://www.rspb.org.uk/our-work/conservation/conservation-and-sustainability/farming/hope-farm/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/our-work/conservation/projects/kingsbrook-housing
https://www.rspb.org.uk/our-work/conservation/projects/hanson-rspb-wetland-project/
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Our engagement with the Oxford-Cambridge Arc to date 

The RSPB has been engaging with and responding to the Government’s Oxford-Cambridge Arc 

proposals since the National Infrastructure Commission published their first report on the economic 

potential of the area in 20172. 

The aim of our engagement has been and continues to be to secure the best possible outcomes for 

nature from future growth and development in the region by ensuring that protecting and restoring 

nature and tackling climate change are integral to Government’s and Arc Local Partners’ ambitions 

and vision for the Arc, and the policies, strategies, plans and projects created to achieve that 

ambition. 

In 2020, together with Berks, Bucks and Oxon Wildlife Trust (BBOWT), the Wildlife Trust for Beds, 

Cambs and Northants (WTBCN), and the Woodland Trust, we published Nature’s Arc – a set of 

principles and recommended ambitions, goals and approaches for building nature protection and 

recovery, environmental sustainability and climate mitigation and adaption into the fabric of the 

proposals for the Arc. 

Subsequently, through our membership of the Arc Environment Working Group we contributed to 

the development of the Arc Leadership Group’s Shared principles for protecting, restoring and 

enhancing the environment in the Oxford-Cambridge Arc (‘Arc Environment Principles’) The 

Principles set out Local Partners’ ambitions for nature-positive and environmentally sustainable 

development in the Arc to contribute to ambitious environmental goals such as doubling the area of 

land managed for nature and achieving net zero carbon by 2040. 

We have also contributed to the refinement of the doubling nature ambition to turn this into a 

deliverable and measurable objective and continue to actively engage with stakeholders in support 

of the development and implementation of the Arc Environment Principles. 

There have been elements of the Arc of which we have been critical, challenging plans and projects 

that posed a significant risk for nature. In 2019 we supported BBOWT’s legal challenge on the failure 

of Highways England to undertake a Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) for the (since 

cancelled) Oxford-Cambridge Expressway3. 

In 2021 our response to East West Rail Co.’s non-statutory public consultation on the proposed 

central section of the East West Rail line (Bletchley-Cambridge) highlighted the lack of an SEA of the 

alternative route options. The absence of an SEA significantly compromises the understanding of the 

cumulative environmental impacts of the scheme in combination with new and/or expanded 

settlements currently being explored by the Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities 

(DLUHC, formerly MHCLG) along the route.4 

 

Back to navigation 

  

 
2 Partnering for prosperity: A new deal for the Cambridge-Milton Keynes-Oxford Arc. National Infrastructure 
Commission, 2017. 
3 RSPB casework webpage: Oxford-Cambridge Expressway 
4 RSPB response to East West Rail non-statutory public consultation, 31 March – 9 June 2021.  

https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/images/get-involved/campaigning/oxcam-arc/natures-arc-4-pager-final-low-res.pdf
https://www.semlep.com/modules/downloads/download.php?file_name=2306
https://www.semlep.com/modules/downloads/download.php?file_name=2306
https://nic.org.uk/app/uploads/Partnering-for-Prosperty.pdf
https://www.rspb.org.uk/our-work/casework/cases/oxford-to-cambridge-expressway/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/casework/rspb-response-to-ewr-ns-public-consultation-9-june-2021.pdf
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Summary of our response 

• Our vision is for all development to be nature-positive, carbon neutral, and environmentally 

sustainable – staying well within environmental limits. 

• The RSPB is supportive in principle of strategic spatial planning as an important tool for 

securing positive environmental and nature conservation outcomes, but as with any other 

tool, it must be used properly to achieve the desired results. Our 2013 publication Planning 

Naturally sets out 12 principles for good spatial planning for nature, which we urge 

Government to adopt in its approach to developing the Spatial Framework and other 

relevant policies and plans for the Oxford-Cambridge Arc. 

• The Spatial Framework has the potential to create national policy support for local 

strategies, plans, and delivery to respond to the nature and climate emergency by protecting 

and restoring nature and achieving high standards of environmental sustainability in the 

future economy, housing, infrastructure and society in the Oxford-Cambridge Arc. 

• This potential will not be realised though, unless Government takes steps to prioritise and 

integrate nature protection and recovery, climate and environmental sustainability, and 

nature-positive economic planning and decision-making, in its ambitions, policy objectives 

and approaches to delivering ‘growth’ in the Arc.  

• Failure to do this will increase the likelihood of negative environmental outcomes from 

unsustainable growth and development, decreasing biodiversity and climate resilience and 

increasing carbon emissions. 

• Lack of Strategic Environmental Assessments to inform key Arc projects such as East West 

Rail and new and/or expanded settlements along its route make this scenario more likely. 

• In contrast to its economic growth, housing and infrastructure ambitions, Government has 

yet to describe any specific ambitions, goals or targets for nature recovery and 

environmental sustainability in the Arc. 

• Despite the prominence of the environment in the consultation, the Arc Environment 

Principles published by Government’s Local Partners are not listed among the documents 

that will inform and shape the Spatial Framework and Government policy objectives. This 

omission undermines the Government’s claims for its ambitions for the Arc to be a world-

leader for environmental sustainability. 

• The above has serious implications for whether the Spatial Framework will deliver economic 

growth, housing and infrastructure in the Arc in a way that protects and restores nature and 

mitigates the effects of climate change. 

• For this reason, the RSPB recently joined a coalition of nature conservation, countryside and 

environmental organisations in calling on Government to rethink the Arc to ensure its 

ambitions and plans properly consider the environment and deliver positive outcomes for 

nature, people and the economy.5  

Back to navigation  

 
5 rethinkthearc.org 

https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/documents/positions/planning/planning-naturally---spatial-planning-with-mature-in-mind.pdf
https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/documents/positions/planning/planning-naturally---spatial-planning-with-mature-in-mind.pdf
http://www.rethinkthearc.org/
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How our response maps to the sections and questions in the consultation documents  

In responding to the consultation, we have tried as far as possible to make our comments under the 

headings of our ‘Headline asks of Government’ at the top of this document map to the topics 

covered in the different sections of the consultation documents. It has not been possible however to 

cover the full range of our concerns and comments by answering only the specific questions posed in 

the consultation.  

Our response is particularly relevant to section 2. The Environment in the main consultation 

document and to the Sustainability Appraisal Scoping Report, but also speaks strongly to the 

sections The Economy, Connectivity and Infrastructure, Place-making, which are all inextricably 

linked to the environmental outcomes of growth and development in the Arc. 

Creating a vision for the Oxford-Cambridge Arc (main consultation document) 

1. Introduction  

We answer the question ‘What is your positive vision for the Arc in the future?’ in the 

section headed A nature-positive vision for the Arc. 

2. The Environment 

All our comments link back to the environment and how Government’s plans for the Arc can 

and must protect, restore, and enhance nature by ensuring growth and development are 

sustainable, nature-positive, and stay within environmental limits. 

3. The Economy 

Our comments on The Economy appear in 1. Making the Arc’s economy nature-positive, 

with additional relevant comments in 5. Supporting nature’s recovery across the Arc  

4. Connectivity and Infrastructure 

In 3. Ensuring key projects are subject to/informed by SEA and 6. Setting new high standards 

for environmental sustainability and ecological design 

5. Place-making 

6. Setting new high standards for environmental sustainability and ecological design 

6. Our commitment to engaging communities 

Our comment in support of meaningful and transparent community engagement appear in 

7. Demonstrating best practice in spatial planning for nature, SA and SEA 

7. Our commitment to data, evidence and digital tools 

See 7. Demonstrating best practice in spatial planning for nature, SA and SEA 

8. How we will monitor and deliver the Framework 

See A nature-positive vision for the Arc, Suggested process for delivering the vision for the 

Arc, and 7. Demonstrating best practice in spatial planning for nature, SA and SEA 

 

Sustainability Appraisal Scoping Report 

We have provided detailed comments on the Sustainability Appraisal Scoping Report in 7. 

Demonstrating best practice in spatial planning for nature, SA and SEA. Many of the comments 

under the other section headings also relate to the content of the SA Scoping Report, and we have 

signposted specific paragraphs from the SA Scoping Report where relevant.  

Back to navigation 
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A nature-positive vision for the Arc 

Biodiversity is the building-block of the life-supporting ecosystems that underpin the economy and 

communities of the Arc and everywhere else. Conserving and restoring biodiversity is paramount to 

the future sustainability and resilience of the Arc’s economy and communities. 

 

 

Our vision for the future of the Arc is one in which  
• nature is in recovery, with our rarest and most vulnerable species making a comeback in 

our towns and countryside, where high quality wildlife habitat is increasing in area and 
improving in condition, 

• economic activity protects and actively contributes to the restoration and enhancement 
of the natural environment, including biodiversity and rare and protected species, 

• individuals and communities are healthier, happier, and more resilient thanks to more, 
and more equal, access to nature for people living and working in the Arc,  

• the buildings and places where people live and work, and the infrastructure that supports 
and connects them are: designed and built to the highest standards of environmental 
sustainability; mitigate and provide adaptation to the impacts of climate change; and 
provide opportunities for wildlife to thrive. 

 

 

 
The vision for the Arc should 

• be firmly rooted in the ambition for a nature-positive economy and society, 

• embody the UK’s aspiration to lead the way in reversing the decline in biodiversity and 
reducing CO2 emissions to zero, 

• respond to the Arc’s particular environmental challenges and opportunities, such as water 
supply and the need to protect and relieve the pressure on existing designated sites and 
priority habitat due to the relative scarcity of these resources,  

• be informed by and reflect the ambition of the Arc Environment Principles, 

• recognise and respond to the need for the Arc to set higher standards for environmental 
sustainability and more ambitious goals for nature recovery and climate resilience, 
including net zero carbon, to achieve its ambition to be a ‘world-leader for environmental 
sustainability’. 

• inform the development of ‘SMART’ objectives and targets for nature-recovery and 
environmental sustainability against which progress towards delivering the vision can be 
measured and monitored. 

 
 

This final bullet point is crucial to the realisation of our nature-positive vision for the Arc. On the 

following page we illustrate the broad steps in the process needed to achieve the vision. 

 

Back to navigation  
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Suggested process for delivering the vision for the Arc 

 

Process:       Illustrative example: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Monitoring progress towards delivery of the vision 

The Spatial Framework should have built into it processes for monitoring progress towards achieving 

the vision for the Arc and reviewing the delivery programme against the outcomes and objectives 

the Spatial Framework policies are designed to deliver.  

This process should be inclusive and involve all the key stakeholders involved in delivering the 

outcomes and objectives of the Spatial Framework. This will allow the delivery programme to be 

adjusted should it need to be if, for example, insufficient progress is being made towards delivering 

the Spatial Framework’s policy objectives, or if the SF’s policy objectives are changed or policies 

amended. 

This would also help to build in flexibility to the Spatial Framework to enable it to adjust and respond 

to future change. E.g. the solutions to environmental challenges proposed and supported in the 

Spatial Framework policies and the delivery programme for the Arc today may not be fit for purpose 

or up to the scale and urgency of the task in the future if current inadequate responses to the nature 

and climate emergency persist.  

 

Back to navigation  

Nature in recovery

Double the area of piority 
habitat in the Arc by 2050

Doubling nature policy objective 
in the Spatial Framework

Local Nature Recovery Strategies 
supported by Arc level policy and 

delivery mechanisms

Vision for the Arc

•Describe the future we want.

SMART Objectives

•Measurable goals and targets.

Spatial Framework

•Policy support for achieving the 
objectives and delivering the vision.

Delivery mechanisms / vehicles

•To put policy into practice through plans 
and projects.
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1. Making the Arc’s economy nature-positive 

• Given the scale of the nature and climate crisis we can no longer accommodate new growth 

and development that does not significantly increase nature, reduce carbon emissions, and 

mitigate the impacts of climate change. 

• Government’s ambition to realise the full economic potential of the Arc – doubling annual 

economic output by 2050 to over £200 billion – is based on a report by the National 

Infrastructure Commission (NIC) published in 2017 6, more than three years before the 

Dasgupta Review: The Economics of Biodiversity and Government’s response in June 2021. 

• In its response to the Dasgupta review, Government committed to supporting nature-

positive outcomes by embedding consideration of the environment into economic and 

financial decision-making, recognising that only by doing this can we hope to address the 

scale of the nature and climate emergency confronting us. 

• In identifying the economic growth potential of the Arc, the NIC did not integrate 

consideration of effects on the environment, climate, or biodiversity. Environmental 

outcomes were only added in after the increase in housing and infrastructure needed to 

realise the Arc’s economic growth potential had been established. 

• More recently, MHCLG’s (now DLUHC) announcement of the Spatial Framework was billed 

as ‘Government plan to transform the Oxford-Cambridge Arc into UK's fastest growing 

economic region’, without citing any evidence that this ambition is compatible with the 

same announcement’s promise to ‘protect and enhance the environment’.7 

• The above constitute fundamental flaws in Government’s economic ambition for the Arc 

that could see environmentally unsustainable economic growth being pursued to the 

detriment of biodiversity, the natural environment, and people. 

 

We ask that: 
Government urgently review its economic growth ambition for the Arc to integrate the 
environment and biodiversity and how these can be protected, restored, and enhanced through 
economic decision-making that delivers nature-positive outcomes, with specific consideration 
given to: 

1. Government’s commitment to nature-positive economic and financial decision-making in 
its response to the Dasgupta Review, 

2. the UN Sustainable Development Goals – which have now been referenced in relation to 
the planning system’s objectives in the most recent amendments to the NPPF8, 

3. emerging targets in the forthcoming Environment Bill, 
4. the environmental ambitions of the Arc Leadership Group’s Shared principles for 

protecting, restoring and enhancing the environment in the Oxford-Cambridge Arc, 
5. expanding the definition of ‘growth’ beyond the narrow Gross-Value-Added economic 

measure to include growth in natural capital and environmental and social benefits.  
 

Back to navigation  

 
6 Partnering for Prosperity: a new deal for the Cambridge-Milton Keynes–Oxford Arc: 
https://nic.org.uk/app/uploads/Partnering-for-Prosperty-Report.pdf and Government response: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/cambridge-milton-keynes-oxford-arc-study-government-
response  
7 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-plan-to-transform-oxford-cambridge-arc-into-uk-s-
fastest-growing-economic-region  
8 National Planning Policy Framework, chapter 2. Achieving sustainable development, paragraph 7. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/final-report-the-economics-of-biodiversity-the-dasgupta-review
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-economics-of-biodiversity-the-dasgupta-review-government-response
https://nic.org.uk/app/uploads/Partnering-for-Prosperty-Report.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/cambridge-milton-keynes-oxford-arc-study-government-response
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/cambridge-milton-keynes-oxford-arc-study-government-response
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-plan-to-transform-oxford-cambridge-arc-into-uk-s-fastest-growing-economic-region
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-plan-to-transform-oxford-cambridge-arc-into-uk-s-fastest-growing-economic-region
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/national-planning-policy-framework/2-achieving-sustainable-development
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2. Adopting ambitious goals and policies for nature and climate 

• It is not enough for the Spatial Framework (SF) to aspire to deliver growth and development 

that is just ‘more sustainable’ – a phrase that appears throughout the consultation. This low 

level of ambition could easily see growth and development that is entirely unsustainable, 

just less-so. This does not constitute being a world-leader for environmental sustainability. 

• The Spatial Framework must do more than just set out how existing policies or standards will 

be used to deliver Government’s growth ambitions in the Arc. It must push the envelope by 

defining new ambitious goals and high standards, creating the policy support needed to 

achieve them. 

• Government has yet to describe any specific ambitions, goals or targets for nature recovery 

and environmental sustainability in the Arc. 

• The consultation does not mention one of the most important documents that has been 

published to date on the Arc’s environmental ambitions, the Arc Leadership Group’s Shared 

Regional Principles for Protecting, Restoring and Enhancing the Environment in the Oxford-

Cambridge Arc (‘Arc Environment Principles’).  

• This publication sets out Arc Local Partners’ environmental ambitions and goals, including: 

o Implementing the mitigation hierarchy to protect nationally and locally designated 

wildlife sites and priority habitats, and links between them, 

o Doubling the area of land managed for nature in the Arc by 2050, 

o Achieving 20% biodiversity net gain from development across the Arc, 

o Work towards a target of net zero carbon at an Arc level by 2040, 

o Being an exemplar for environmentally sustainable development, in line with the 

ambitions set out in the government’s 25 year environment plan, aiming to go 

beyond the minimum legislated requirements for development, 

o Ensuring growth and development stay well within environmental limits. 

• While there are areas in which we might hope this document would go further, e.g. making 

20% BNG a minimum and preventing loss of irreplaceable habitats, we support its ambition 

for protecting and restoring nature, net zero, and environmental sustainability.  

• The Plans, Policies and Programmes review, page 30 of the Annex to the Sustainability 

Appraisal Scoping Report, does not include the Arc Environment Principles in the list of ‘key 

external documents that contain direction on sustainability issues which can shape the 

Spatial Framework and the Sustainability Appraisal.’ 

• At paragraph 1.95 – The Oxford-Cambridge Arc: Economic Prospectus (Arc Leadership 

Group, 2020) is confirmed as establishing ‘government policy objectives for the Arc’. 

 

We ask that: 
• the Arc Leadership Group’s document, Shared Regional Principles for Protecting, 

Restoring and Enhancing the Environment in the Oxford-Cambridge Arc, is adopted as one 
of the key documents that will inform and shape the Spatial Framework and Sustainability 
Appraisal. Further, specific policy objectives and policies in the Spatial Framework policies 
should support the achievement of the Arc Environment Principles.  

• the Spatial Framework’s policies are guided by SMART objectives and targets for nature-
recovery and environmental sustainability based on the Arc Environment Principles and 
against which progress towards delivering on the vision can be measured. 
 

Back to navigation  

https://www.semlep.com/modules/downloads/download.php?file_name=2306
https://www.semlep.com/modules/downloads/download.php?file_name=2306
https://www.semlep.com/modules/downloads/download.php?file_name=2306
https://www.semlep.com/modules/downloads/download.php?file_name=2306
https://www.oxfordshirelep.com/oxford-cambridge-arc
https://www.semlep.com/modules/downloads/download.php?file_name=2306
https://www.semlep.com/modules/downloads/download.php?file_name=2306
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3. Ensuring key projects are subject to and informed by Strategic Environmental 

Assessment 

• England’s Economic Heartland identified the potential for significant cumulative 

environmental impacts from transport infrastructure projects including East West Rail in 

combination with one another and with associated development (e.g. housing).9 

• East West Rail and ‘new and/or expanded settlements’ being explored along its route are key 

determinants of the scale and distribution of growth and development in the Arc, for which 

the Spatial Framework is supposed to be the lodestar, but they appear to be sitting outside 

the Spatial Framework (see Creating a vision for the Oxford-Cambridge Arc para 5.8). 

• This suggests the alternative options for these schemes, i.e. EWR’s route between Bletchley 

and Cambridge and the location of stations and therefore potential new and/or expanded 

settlements, will not be included in the SA/SEA being undertaken to inform the Spatial 

Framework. Given EWR has indicated it will not be undertaking its own SEA and there has 

been no indication that SEA will be undertaken as part of the exploration of potential new 

and/or expanded settlement proposals, this makes it highly unlikely that decisions taken / 

choices made between different options for the development of these projects will be 

informed by a comprehensive understanding and assessment of the likely significant 

environmental impacts (including indirect impacts), either individually or in combination 

with each other or other growth and development in the Arc.  

• We consider this to be bypassing important environmental safeguards designed to ensure 

environmental impacts properly inform important decisions about major growth and 

development proposals, undermining the ability to ensure these avoid exceeding 

environmental limits and tolerances, thereby risking exacerbating existing environmental 

problems and creating new ones. 

• We can see no reason why these schemes, which are the only tangible projects or proposals 

currently in development as part of the Oxford-Cambridge Arc, should be brought forward 

outside the Spatial Framework process, including the SA and SEA. 

 

We ask that: 
East West Rail and potential new and/or expanded settlements along its route, like other major 
infrastructure and strategic housing decisions in the Arc, are subject to SEA following best practice 
to ensure a full understanding of the environmental impacts – including cumulative and indirect 
impacts – properly informs important decisions about these major growth and development 
proposals that might impact on the environment, so that any negative impacts can be kept within 
environmental limits, i.e. not exceed the environment’s capacity to accommodate additional 
negative impacts and pressures. 
 
The simplest way to do this would seem to be bring these schemes within the Spatial Framework 
development process so that they are directly guided by the Spatial Framework’s policies and the 
findings of the SA/SEA. To this end, the options being explored for potential new and/or expanded 
settlements should be included in the assessment of alternatives as part of the Spatial 
Framework’s SA / SEA. 
 

Back to navigation  

 
9 EEH Integrated Sustainability Appraisal: Post-consultation assessment report, February 2021. Specifically 
Table 5.4: Identification of Cumulative Effects 

https://eeh-prod-media.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/EEH_ISA_Report_Update_Post_Consultation_Final_PAS.pdf
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4. Keeping growth and development within environmental limits 

One of the principles and defining characteristics of sustainable development is staying within 

‘environmental limits’ – the tolerances beyond which additional environmental impacts and 

pressures from development could cause the condition of the environment to deteriorate, 

exacerbate existing environmental problems, or create new ones. 

The consultation documents recognise the potential for significant negative impacts on nature from 

new housing, infrastructure, and population increase in the Arc, without committing to keep such 

negative impacts within environmental limits. This is a fundamental requirement if the Spatial 

Framework and other Arc policies, plans and projects are to be environmentally sustainable. 

For example, 

• the whole area of the Arc, along with the rest of the South-East, East and most of Central 

England, has recently been categorised by the Environment Agency as being under ‘serious 

water stress’.10 

• Increasing water demand is already having negative environmental and ecological impacts, 

including on biodiversity and ecosystem health and function of chalk stream habitats like 

those at RSPB Fowlmere nature reserve and other designated sites (SSSIs) in South 

Cambridgeshire. 

• In its announcement of potential development sites identified as part of the production of a 

new joint Greater Cambridge Local Plan, Cambridge City Council, South Cambridgeshire 

District Council and the Greater Cambridge Shared Planning Service warned that 

development levels may have to be capped to avoid unacceptable harm to the environment, 

including the region’s important chalk streams. 11 

Nitrate and phosphate pollution from housing development is another example of environmental 

limits to development discussed below in relation to Habitats Regulations Assessment. 

 

The Spatial Framework must 

• Assess the ability of the Arc’s environment to absorb additional negative impacts and 
pressures without exacerbating existing environmental problems or cause new ones.  
This should cover a broad range of issues, including but not limited to, water and air 
quality; biodiversity; ecological condition; carbon emissions; soil health; flooding. 

• Based on this assessment, set limits on the cumulative negative environmental impacts of 
growth and development in the Arc beyond which the affected aspect issue will be 
considered to place a constraint on further growth and development that would have 
negative impacts until such time as the constraint can be considered to have been 
addressed. 
In the case of water stress, this might mean developing alternative sources of freshwater 
to alleviate the need for abstraction from groundwater and the consequent impacts on 
the ecological condition of sensitive freshwater ecosystems. 

 

Back to navigation  

 
10 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/water-stressed-areas-2021-classification  
11 Environment put at the heart of Local Plan as possible sites announced – News release from 31/08/2021. 
https://www.scambs.gov.uk/environment-put-at-the-heart-of-local-plan-as-possible-sites-announced/  
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/water-stressed-areas-2021-classification
https://www.scambs.gov.uk/environment-put-at-the-heart-of-local-plan-as-possible-sites-announced/
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5. Protecting nature and securing its recovery across the Arc 

The Oxford-Cambridge Arc is one of the most nature-deprived areas of the country. It accounts for 

nearly 9% of the area of England but contains less than 5% by area of its priority habitat.12 This 

makes nature in the Arc an even more precious resource in need of protection for biodiversity and 

people (see 4. Keeping growth and development within environmental limits). It also adds to the 

imperative to secure nature’s recovery across the Arc by increasing, expanding, and connecting 

habitats.  

Protecting existing nature in the Arc is an essential step to securing its future recovery, restoring 

biodiversity and ecosystem health and function. 

As highlighted elsewhere in this document, the consultation recognises the potential for significant 

negative impacts on nature from new housing, infrastructure, and population increase in the Arc. It 

also identifies ‘opportunities’ for the Spatial Framework to help prevent such negative impacts, or 

mitigate their effects, but it stops short of recognising existing nature as a constraint on 

development, or increasing the protection given to designated wildlife sites, irreplaceable habitats, 

or priority habitats and species. 

Of particular concern: 

• Nature conservation designations (including statutory designations which may lie 

downstream of development areas or even outside the Arc) are not recognised as 

presenting constraints on development, in contrast with historic environment heritage 

features. (see para 4.9 and 4.11 of SA Scoping Report) This again undermines confidence in 

the commitment to making the Arc a genuine world-leader for environmental sustainability.  

• There is no recognition of irreplaceable habitats or the constraint they place on 

development – in contrast with historic environments. 

• Nowhere does the consultation commit to implementing the principles of the mitigation 

hierarchy in the design of the Spatial Framework’s policies. 13 

These points raise serious doubts the Spatial Framework will afford sufficient protection to existing 

wildlife and habitats to prevent unacceptable losses from increased growth and development. 

 

We ask that 
• Designated wildlife sites and irreplaceable habitats, for example ancient woodland, chalk 

grassland, fen, and peatland, are recognised as such and identified as constraints on 
development that might otherwise destroy, damage, or degrade these valuable natural 
assets. 

• There is a firm and explicit commitment throughout the Spatial Framework that policy 
within it, and decision making in relation to it, should be wholly in accordance with the 
mitigation hierarchy. 

 
 

 
12 Area of the Arc counties: 1.148 million ha; England: 13.028 million ha; Priority Habitat in England (terrestrial 
and coastal): 1.87 million ha; Priority Habitat in the Arc: 92,507ha.  
13 See for example A Cross-Sector Guide for Implementing the Mitigation Hierarchy: 
http://www.csbi.org.uk/our-work/mitigation-hierarchy-guide/  

http://www.csbi.org.uk/our-work/mitigation-hierarchy-guide/
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While the consultation and in particular the Sustainability Appraisal Scoping Report recognise the 

need to restore nature in the Arc, they do not establish this as a priority for the Spatial Framework 

or recognise the vital role of the Spatial Framework in providing the national policy framework 

within which nature’s recovery in the Arc will succeed or fail. 

• The Arc Leadership Group’s Environment Principles describe the level of ambition needed in 

the goal to double the area of land managed for nature by 2050.  

• Government’s goal (from the 25 Year Environment Plan) to create or restore 500,000ha of 

new wildlife habitat (with a focus on priority habitat) outside the existing network of wildlife 

sites, provides a national target to drive the creation of a Nature Recovery Network. 

• The forthcoming Local Nature Recovery Strategies (LNRS) will identify and map the priority 

areas for habitat creation / restoration to support nature recovery. 

• The Spatial Framework has an opportunity to drive a coordinated approach to developing 

and implementing Local Nature Recovery Strategies across the Arc, ensuring they are 

coherent, connected, and realise the potential for an Arc-wide Nature Recovery Network to 

deliver on the Arc’s strategic objectives and SMART targets for nature recovery. 

 

For the Spatial Framework to secure nature’s recovery across the Arc it must: 
• Adopt the goal of doubling the area of land managed for nature in the Arc as a 

Government policy objective, 

• Ensure that decisions, polices, plans and projects protect and increase natural capital, 

• Provide a framework to coordinate the development and delivery of LNRSs to  
o realise Arc-wide or larger than local opportunities for landscape-scale habitat 

creation and nature recovery, creating a Nature Recovery Network across the Arc, 
o achieve SMART objectives for nature recovery in the Arc, e.g. doubling the area of 

land managed for nature by 2050, 
o steer large scale development (e.g. allocation of sites in Local Plans) away from 

the priority nature recovery opportunity areas identified in LNRSs. 

• Recognise and prioritise opportunities for nature restoration and ‘nature-based 
solutions’ to generate economic value, e.g. natural flood management, carbon capture, 
improved health.14 

• Secure investment in nature recovery in addition to existing and proposed mechanisms 
like Biodiversity Net Gain and Environmental Land Management.  
 
The Arc Leadership Group in their Economic Prospectus proposed a Doubling Nature Fund, 
‘to protect and enhance the environment and increase investment in natural capital 
assets…’.15  
This and other mechanisms for securing investment to double the area of land manage for 
nature in the Arc must be explored and developed to deliver nature recovery on the scale 
needed to realise Government’s ambition for the Arc to be a world-leader in 
environmental sustainability. 

 
 

Back to navigation  

 
14 Smith, A. and Chausson. A. (2021) Nature-based Solutions in UK Climate Adaptation Policy. A report 
prepared by the Nature-based Solutions Initiative at the University of Oxford for WWF-UK and RSPB. 
15 The Oxford-Cambridge Arc: Economic Prospectus (Arc Leadership Group, 2020) 

https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/policy-briefings/nature-based-solutions-adaption-report.pdf
https://www.oxfordshirelep.com/oxford-cambridge-arc
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6. Setting new high standards for environmental sustainability and ecological design 

The environmental impacts, and therefore sustainability, of development are a function of its 

location, scale, and design. High standards of environmental sustainability (like zero carbon homes) 

and ecological design can significantly reduce, or mitigate, negative environmental impacts, and 

increase the potential to deliver environmental and other societal benefits. 

For example, incorporating high quality wildlife habitats and blue and green infrastructure within 

and around built development can benefit wildlife and biodiversity, help reduce flood risk and 

improve water quality through well designed sustainable drainage systems (SuDS), and provide 

people with valuable access to nature and its health and wellbeing benefits.16 

Current minimum standards for environmental sustainability and ecological design are not sufficient 

to deliver development that is nature-positive and genuinely environmentally sustainable. For the 

Arc Spatial Framework to deliver development that is nature-positive and environmentally 

sustainable, and achieve the ambitious environmental sustainability goals of the Arc Environment 

Principles, it must be able to set higher standards for environmental sustainability and ecological 

design of new development and help improve the sustainability of existing communities. 

Para 4.14 of the SA Scoping Report states ‘New development can be used to integrate biodiversity 

into design and place-making. Requirements to achieve biodiversity net gain through all new 

development can increase habitat connectivity and increase the provision of green infrastructure 

with wider benefits for health and wellbeing, and climate resilience.’ 

While this could be true for development located, designed and built to high ecological standards 

and which creates significant new areas of priority wildlife habitat, there has been no commitment 

or proposals from Government for how they intend to ensure future development in the Arc will 

meet these standards.  

 
The Spatial Framework must: 

• recognise biodiversity and healthy functioning ecosystems as critical infrastructure that 
underpin jobs and the economy as well as human health, wealth, happiness and 
productivity, just as built infrastructure is at 2.2 and 4.23 in the SA Scoping Report, 

• drive spatial patterns of development that prioritise the protection of nature and 
biodiversity, avoiding impacts – direct or indirect – on sensitive areas for biodiversity,  

• set new benchmark standards of ecological design and environmental sustainability, 
including zero carbon homes standards, 

• empower local planning authorities to require development to meet higher ecological and 
environmental standards to deliver on the Arc’s world leading environmental ambitions,  

• provide policy support for development to meet the new national Green Infrastructure 
Standards for urban green spaces currently being developed by Natural England,17 

• establish policy support for maximising the contribution of Biodiversity Gain to strategic 
nature-recovery by creating priority wildlife habitats in a Nature Recovery Network 
established by coordinated Arc Local Nature Recovery Strategies.  

• set a minimum requirement of 20% net Biodiversity Gain from all new development. 

 
Back to navigation  

 
16 Biodiversity in new housing developments: creating wildlife-friendly communities, NHBC, April 2021. 
17 Enhancing England’s urban green spaces, Natural England, 30 September 2020. 

https://www.nhbcfoundation.org/publication/biodiversity-in-new-housing-developments-creating-wildlife-friendly-communities/
https://naturalengland.blog.gov.uk/2020/09/30/enhancing-englands-urban-green-spaces/
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7. Demonstrating best practice in spatial planning for nature, SA and SEA 

This section contains our detailed comments and recommendations on the processes and approach 

set out in the Sustainability Appraisal Scoping Report for the SA and SEA that will inform the 

development of the Spatial Framework, the sustainability of its policies options, and ultimately the 

growth and development they will deliver.  

We have ordered our comments in this section under the following headings (click to jump to 

section): 

           Page no. 

General best practice and transparency      16 

Weighing the environment in the SA system     17 

Assessing significance of impacts       18 

Approach to alternatives        19 

Habitats Regulations Assessment       20 

Strategic planning for mineral supply and restoration     21 

Back to navigation 

 

General best practice and transparency: 

The SA’s reference to Therivel (2010)18 – a standard work on SEA – is welcome but elements of the 

Report give significant cause for concern: 

• It is unclear who will be undertaking the SA and SEA, their qualifications and expertise in 

environmental assessment, raising doubts about the quality and rigour they will achieve. 

• Responses to the consultation on the Scoping Report will not be published, but only 

reflected upon in the preparation of the next stage of the process, severely limiting 

transparency and opportunity for scrutiny, 

• Again, there will be no response to consultation on the issues and options stage, with 

comments merely being considered in the preparation of the Environmental Report. This 

is not transparent and does not represent best, or even good, practice.              

• There is no mention anywhere in the SA Scoping Report of the need to apply the 

mitigation hierarchy. 

 

We ask that: 
• The preparation of the Spatial Framework, its SA and SEA follow established best practice 

(or better) in assessing and avoiding negative environmental impacts of alternative 
options, following the mitigation hierarchy of avoid, mitigate, restore, compensate 19, and 
identifying and supporting the realisation of opportunities for achieving environmental 

 
18 Therivel, R. (2010) Strategic Environmental Assessment in Action, 2nd Edition. London: Earthscan 
19 See for example A Cross-Sector Guide for Implementing the Mitigation Hierarchy: 
http://www.csbi.org.uk/our-work/mitigation-hierarchy-guide/  

http://www.csbi.org.uk/our-work/mitigation-hierarchy-guide/
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benefits. See Planning Naturally for our 12 principles for good spatial planning for 
nature.20 

• The SA is undertaken by professionally qualified environmental assessment specialists to 
ensure the rigour and best practice delivery of the SEA component. 

• The report outlining how SA and consultation have influenced the development of the 
published Spatial Framework should be published alongside the Environmental Report and 
draft Spatial Framework at the Assessment stage to enable more transparent scrutiny of 
how the SA and consultation have influenced the development of the Spatial Framework 
before it is adopted. (SA Scoping Report: 3.3 and Table 3.1, 4. Adoption) 

• Responses to the consultations be published in full ahead of the next stage. 

• Government clarify how new locations for growth will be publicly tested if they are set out 
in the Spatial Framework. 

 
 

 

Weighing the environment in the SA system: 

We are concerned that there are inherent weaknesses in the SA system that the approach set out 

does not address and which could result in decisions with unsustainable and environmentally 

damaging outcomes being supported: 

• Nesting the SEA within a Sustainability Appraisal means that any negative environmental 

impacts (‘costs’) identified by the SEA process will be weighed subjectively against the 

potential economic and social benefits of projects and activities that damage nature. This is 

not conducive to making decisions that will have positive environmental outcomes and 

highly susceptible to the weighting attributed to the various considerations. 

• Fair and transparent weighing of environmental considerations compared with economic 

considerations is further compromised if clear ambitions and objectives for economic 

growth are not accompanied by clear ambitions and objectives for environmental 

sustainability and nature recovery. 

• SA only compares the relative sustainability of the alternative options identified and 

assessed, not their absolute sustainability. The fact that one option might be the most 

sustainable alternative does not mean that it is in fact sustainable – it might just be the least 

unsustainable.  

 

We ask that SA 
• favours options which both minimise negative environmental impacts and maximise the 

potential for delivering environmental benefits. This is essential for any hope of economic 
and financial decisions in the Arc being ‘nature-positive’. 

• describe specific limits beyond which negative environmental impacts will be considered 
unacceptable, i.e. cannot be outweighed by economic or social benefits. Levett-Therivel 
(2018) suggest adopting specific standards for different environmental factors.21 This 
should be done for a broad range of environmental factors, including but not limited to air 
and water quality and resources, ecological health and condition, biodiversity, carbon 

 
20 Planning naturally – Spatial planning with nature in mind: in the UK and beyond. RSPB, 2013. 
21 Strategic Environmental Assessment: improving the effectiveness and efficiency of SEA/SA for land use 
plans. RTPI, 2018, p.11. https://www.rtpi.org.uk/research/2018/january/strategic-environmental-assessment-
seasa-for-land-use-plans/  

https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/documents/positions/planning/planning-naturally---spatial-planning-with-mature-in-mind.pdf
https://www.rtpi.org.uk/research/2018/january/strategic-environmental-assessment-seasa-for-land-use-plans/
https://www.rtpi.org.uk/research/2018/january/strategic-environmental-assessment-seasa-for-land-use-plans/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/documents/positions/planning/planning-naturally---spatial-planning-with-mature-in-mind.pdf
https://www.rtpi.org.uk/research/2018/january/strategic-environmental-assessment-seasa-for-land-use-plans/
https://www.rtpi.org.uk/research/2018/january/strategic-environmental-assessment-seasa-for-land-use-plans/
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emissions, flood risk and access to nature. See also 4. Keeping growth and development 
within environmental limits 

• Assesses a broad range of alternative options that are likely to represent a spectrum of 
relative sustainability and include options that are likely to be genuinely sustainable 
according to the environmental limits / tolerances identified by the SA. 

 
 

 

Assessing significance of impacts: 

Para 6.11 and 6.12 SA Scoping report 

• Assessing the significance of environmental impacts of the Spatial Framework is critical to 

ensuring growth and development plans stay within environmental limits. See 4. Keeping 

growth and development within environmental limits. 

• Criteria for assessing the significance of effect are not specified in the SA Scoping Report. 

• Effects which, on their own, might be considered to be insignificant in their impact ‘at the 

scale of the Arc’, could in combination with other effects or cumulatively over time and with 

other development or existing impacts result in significant environmental deterioration or 

exacerbate existing environmental problems. One example is water stress and its impacts on 

ecological condition of freshwater environments – see also 4. Keeping growth and 

development within environmental limits. 

• It is not clear how the assessment of cumulative impacts will inform and be taken into 

account by projects such as East West Rail and potential new and/or expanded settlements. 

See comments on the need for these projects to be subject to SEA and integrated with the 

Spatial Framework: 3. Ensuring key projects are subject to/informed by SEA 

• Just as there need to be identified limits to the negative environment impacts of the 

individual options identified and assessed by the SA/SEA, there must be limits established 

for cumulative impacts in combination with the other planned development above to ensure 

that overall impacts of development in the Arc do not exceed the area’s environmental 

capacity, i.e. result in a decline in the condition of the Arc’s environment. This is in line with 

the Arc Environment Principles’ ambition to ensure that the cumulative impacts of 

development in the Arc are kept ‘well within environmental limits’.  

 

We ask that:  
• Draft assessment criteria should be published and subject to scrutiny through stakeholder 

engagement and public consultation. 

• Assessment of cumulative impacts cover development already permitted but not built as 
well as development indicated in adopted and emerging Local Plans, and potential new 
and/or expanded settlements being explore along the route of East West Rail. 

• The assessment considers all the likely significant effects on the environment listed in 
Schedule 2 para 6 of the SEA regulations, 2004.  

• Limits to the acceptable cumulative impacts from growth and development in the Arc are 
identified in line with our comments at 4. Keeping growth and development within 
environmental limits. 

 
 

https://www.semlep.com/modules/downloads/download.php?file_name=2306
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2004/1633/schedule/2/made
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Approach to alternatives: 

Para 6.13 SA Scoping report 

The alternative options that the SA/SEA assess will be crucial in determining the environmental 

outcomes of the Spatial Framework’s polices and the resultant scale and spatial patterns of growth 

and development, but they are only dealt with very briefly in the Scoping Report.  

The environmental impacts of growth and development in the Arc, including impacts on biodiversity, 

will primarily result from a combination of the location (spatial patterns / distribution), scale and 

design of development – including housing, commercial and infrastructure development. Within 

design we include the environmental sustainability standards development is required to achieve / 

achieves in practice. 

 
We ask that: 

• The alternatives looked at include options that are sufficiently ambitious in environmental 
terms, i.e. set out to minimise negative environmental impacts and maximise 
opportunities to support nature recovery, increase natural capital, restore ecosystems 
and achieve high standards of environmental sustainability.  

 
One way to do this might be through testing a number of alternative scenarios for 
strategic development in the Arc, e.g. see the (very high level) work done by the 
Infrastructure Transitions Research Consortium summarised in this interactive article 
published in February 2021 and highlighting the ‘strikingly different outcomes from the 
choices that can be made in terms of land taken for development, natural environment 
and ecosystems services at risk, and joined-up connectivity of future housing development 
to different modes of transport.’22 

 

• The assessment of alternative options considers not only location and scale but also the 
standards of ecological design and environmental sustainability to which new 
development will be built. 

• The assessment of alternatives includes a carbon assessment of spatial, design and 
policies options. This should seek to ensure that options taken forward are compatible 
with and help achieve the Arc Environment Principles’ ambition to reach net zero by 2040. 

• Potential new and/or expanded settlements being explored by Government are included 
in the assessment of alternatives, 

• A biodiversity impact assessment is carried out and a report published as part of the 
assessment of alternative policies and spatial options. 

 
 

Back to navigation 

 

  

 
22 New interactive article identifies urban planning models in action, ITRC, Feb 2021. 
https://www.itrc.org.uk/news/new-interactive-article-illustrates-urban-planning-models-in-action-in-the-
oxcam-arc/  

https://nismod.github.io/arc-udm-vis/
https://www.itrc.org.uk/news/new-interactive-article-illustrates-urban-planning-models-in-action-in-the-oxcam-arc/
https://www.itrc.org.uk/news/new-interactive-article-illustrates-urban-planning-models-in-action-in-the-oxcam-arc/
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Habitats Regulations Assessment: 

• Para 6.14 states HRA will only be undertaken and published in parallel with the 

Environmental Report, not at the strategic options stage, 

• In the SA Scoping Report Annex, para 1.31 highlights statutory designated nature 

conservation sites within the Arc, including the Ouse Washes SPA. However, reference to 

protected sites outside the boundary of the Arc is only for sites up to 20km from the 

boundary. This is an arbitrary buffer which might be acceptable for woodland, but does not 

take into account downstream effects or sites otherwise functionally connected with the Arc 

and therefore susceptible to negative impacts from activity in the Arc.  

The issue of nitrate and phosphate pollution from residential sources serves to illustrate the 

potential for downstream impacts on designated sites: 

• Para 4.12 of the SA Scoping Report refers to agriculture as ‘the dominant source of nitrate in 

water with high nitrate concentrations contributing to nutrient enrichment which can 

adversely affect surface water habitats such as rivers and lakes and sensitive terrestrial 

habitats and ecosystems.’ However, nitrate (and phosphate) pollution from housing 

development is becoming a serious issue in other parts of England and Wales. 

• Following a landmark legal ruling relating to a case in the Netherlands, Natural England has 

rightly toughened its guidance demanding nitrate neutrality where protected sites are at 

risk. This has resulted in effective moratoria in some growth areas, e.g. the Solent, and 

requiring local planning authorities to deliver innovative mitigation strategies to unlock 

housing development (e.g. rewilding farmland as a nitrate offset) 23. This is a major 

environmental risk and should be recognised as an important environmental constraint on 

growth in the Arc.24 

 

 
We ask that: 

• HRA is also done at strategic options stage in order that comparative impacts can be 
understood. 

• HRA considers any protected site outside the Arc where there could be a potential impact, 
regardless of its distance. 

• HRA consider downstream impacts on designated sites, including those resulting from 
increased nitrate and phosphate levels in water from housing and other development. 

• the Spatial Framework provide policy support for strategic schemes working across local 
boundaries to effectively mitigate nitrate and phosphate impacts on designated sites. 

 
 

 

Back to navigation 

  

 
23 NE guidance on achieving nutrient neutral development, Partnership for South Hampshire, June 2020. 
24 https://www.planningresource.co.uk/article/1665502/algae-blocking-10000-planned-homes  

https://www.push.gov.uk/2020/06/11/natural-england-published-nutrient-calculator-and-updated-guidance-on-achieving-nutrient-neutral-housing-development/
https://www.planningresource.co.uk/article/1665502/algae-blocking-10000-planned-homes


21 
 

Strategic planning for mineral supply and restoration  

• The Arc is a major area for economic growth and development, and the new homes, 

businesses and supporting transport and community infrastructure to be built will require 

large amounts of mineral and aggregate resources.  

• To minimise long distance transport requirements and their related carbon footprint, it is 

important that a full assessment is undertaken as to the amount of mineral and aggregate 

required over the coming decades to meet the needs of the Arc delivery programme. 

• The Spatial Framework provides a key opportunity to establish a strategic vision and 

framework for planning not only for mineral and aggregate extraction across the Arc over 

the coming 30+ years, but also for the restoration of mineral sites to create important new 

and connected habitats at a landscape scale to support nature’s recovery and provide 

multiple natural capital and ecosystem services benefits, such as water quality and flood 

management, as well as creating new community assets through public access.  

• Such a strategic approach to biodiversity led restoration of mineral sites has the potential to 

make a significant contribution to the target of doubling the area of land managed for 

nature in the Arc by 2050, and delivering on the recommendations of the Lawton Report, 

‘Making Space for Nature’, for providing bigger, better, more and joined-up habitats for 

nature25.            

 

We ask that the Spatial Framework  
• incorporate an assessment of mineral resource requirement within the assessment of 

alternatives stage of the Sustainability Appraisal and SEA, 

• provide policy support for minimising the environmental impacts and maximising the 
environmental opportunities of meeting the Arc’s mineral supply needs, including  

o minimising the carbon impact of extraction and transportation of minerals, 
o prioritising sites for minerals winning which protect existing nature and 

maximise strategic opportunities for restoration to contribute to nature 
recovery through the creation of bigger, better, and better-connected wildlife 
habitats, 

• support the development of a vision, principles, and strategic framework for 
biodiversity-led restoration of mineral sites that incorporates natural capital and 
ecosystem service data and approaches to maximise the wider environmental and 
societal benefits of restoration. 

 
 

 

 

Back to navigation 

 

  

 
25 Making Space for Nature: A review of England’s Wildlife Sites and Ecological Network, 2010. 

https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ukgwa/20130402170324/http:/archive.defra.gov.uk/environment/biodiversity/documents/201009space-for-nature.pdf
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Appendix: Summary of our asks of Government’s ambition, approach, and the vision and 

Spatial Framework for the OxCam Arc. 

 

Headline asks Detailed asks 

A nature-positive vision 
for the Arc 

The vision for the Arc should 

• be firmly rooted in the ambition for a nature-positive 
economy and society, 

• embody the UK’s aspiration to lead the way in reversing the 
decline in biodiversity and reducing CO2 emissions to zero, 

• respond to the Arc’s particular environmental challenges and 
opportunities, such as water supply and the need to protect 
and relieve the pressure on existing designated sites and 
priority habitat (by increasing nature) due to the relative 
scarcity of these resources,  

• be informed by and reflect the ambition of the Arc 
Environment Principles, 

• recognise and respond to the need for the Arc to set higher 
standards for environmental sustainability and more 
ambitious goals for nature recovery and climate resilience, 
including net zero carbon, to achieve its ambition to be a 
‘world-leader for environmental sustainability’, 

• inform the development of ‘SMART’ objectives and targets 
for nature-recovery and environmental sustainability against 
which progress towards delivering on the vision can be 
measured and monitored. 

 
Monitoring progress 
towards delivery of the 
vision 
 

 
The Spatial Framework should have built into it processes for 
monitoring progress towards achieving the vision for the Arc and 
reviewing the delivery programme against the outcomes and 
objectives the Spatial Framework policies are designed to deliver.  
 
This process should be inclusive and involve all the key stakeholders 
involved in delivering the outcomes and objectives of the Spatial 
Framework. 
 

1. 
Make the Arc’s economy 
nature-positive 

 
We ask that: 
Government urgently review its economic growth ambition for the 
Arc to integrate the environment and biodiversity and how these can 
be protected, restored, and enhanced through economic decision-
making that delivers nature-positive outcomes, with specific 
consideration given to: 

1. Government’s commitment to nature-positive economic and 
financial decision-making in its response to the Dasgupta 
Review, 
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2. The UN Sustainable Development Goals – which have now 
been referenced in relation to the planning system’s 
objectives in the most recent amendments to the NPPF26) 

3. Emerging targets in the forthcoming Environment Bill, 
4. The environmental ambitions of the Arc Leadership Group’s 

Shared principles for protecting, restoring and enhancing the 
environment in the Oxford-Cambridge Arc, 

5. Expanding the definition of ‘growth’ beyond the narrow 
Gross-Value-Added economic measure to include growth in 
natural capital and environmental and social benefits.  

 

2. 
Adopt ambitious goals 
and policies for nature 
and climate 
 

 
We ask that: 

• the Arc Leadership Group’s document, Shared Regional 
Principles for Protecting, Restoring and Enhancing the 
Environment in the Oxford-Cambridge Arc, is adopted as one 
of the key documents that will inform and shape the Spatial 
Framework and Sustainability Appraisal. Further, specific 
policy objectives and policies in the Spatial Framework 
policies should support the achievement of the Arc 
Environment Principles.  

• the Spatial Framework’s policies are guided by SMART 
objectives and targets for nature-recovery and environmental 
sustainability based on the Arc Environment Principles and 
against which progress towards delivering on the vision can 
be measured. 
 

3. 
Ensure key projects are 
subject to and informed 
by Strategic 
Environmental 
Assessment 
 

 
We ask that: 
East West Rail and potential new and/or expanded settlements along 
its route, like other major infrastructure and strategic housing 
decisions in the Arc, are subject to SEA following best practice to 
ensure a full understanding of the environmental impacts – including 
cumulative and indirect impacts – properly informs important 
decisions about these major growth and development proposals that 
might impact on the environment, so that any negative impacts can 
be kept within environmental limits, i.e. not exceed the 
environment’s capacity to accommodate additional negative impacts 
and pressures. 
 
The simplest way to do this would seem to be bring these schemes 
within the Spatial Framework development process so that they are 
directly guided by the Spatial Framework’s policies and the findings of 
the SA/SEA. To this end, the options being explored for potential new 
and/or expanded settlements should be included in the assessment 
of alternatives as part of the Spatial Framework’s SA / SEA. 
 

4.  
The Spatial Framework must 

 
26 National Planning Policy Framework, chapter 2. Achieving sustainable development, paragraph 7. 

https://www.semlep.com/modules/downloads/download.php?file_name=2306
https://www.semlep.com/modules/downloads/download.php?file_name=2306
https://www.semlep.com/modules/downloads/download.php?file_name=2306
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/national-planning-policy-framework/2-achieving-sustainable-development
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Keep growth and 
development within 
environmental limits 
 

• Assess the ability of the Arc’s environment to absorb 
additional negative impacts and pressures without 
exacerbating existing environmental problems or cause new 
ones.  
This should cover a broad range of issues, including but not 
limited to, water and air quality; biodiversity; ecological 
condition; carbon emissions; soil health; flooding. 

• Based on this assessment, set limits on the cumulative 
negative environmental impacts of growth and development 
in the Arc beyond which the affected aspect issue will be 
considered to place a constraint on further growth and 
development that would have negative impacts until such 
time as the constraint can be considered to have been 
addressed. 

 
In the case of water stress, this might mean developing 
alternative sources of freshwater to alleviate the need for 
abstraction from groundwater and the consequent impacts on 
the ecological condition of sensitive freshwater ecosystems. 

 

5. 
Protect nature and 
secure its recovery 
across the Arc  
 

 
We ask that 

• Designated wildlife sites and irreplaceable habitats, for 
example ancient woodland, chalk grassland, fen, and 
peatland, are recognised as such and identified as constraints 
on development that might otherwise destroy, damage, or 
degrade these valuable natural assets. 

• There is a firm and explicit commitment throughout the 
Spatial Framework that policy within it, and decision making 
in relation to it, should be wholly in accordance with the 
mitigation hierarchy. 

 

6. 
Set new high standards 
for environmental 
sustainability and 
ecological design 
 

 
The Spatial Framework must: 

• recognise biodiversity and healthy functioning ecosystems as 
critical infrastructure that underpin jobs and the economy as 
well as human health, wealth, happiness and productivity, 
just as built infrastructure is at 2.2 and 4.23 in the SA Scoping 
Report, 

• drive spatial patterns of development that prioritise the 
protection of nature and biodiversity, avoiding impacts – 
direct or indirect – on sensitive areas for biodiversity,  

• set new benchmark standards of ecological design and 
environmental sustainability, including zero carbon homes 
standards, 

• empower local planning authorities to require development 
to meet higher ecological and environmental standards to 
deliver on the Arc’s world leading environmental ambitions,  
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• provide policy support for development to meet the new 
national Green Infrastructure Standards for urban green 
spaces currently being developed by Natural England,27 

• establish policy support for maximising the contribution of 
Biodiversity Gain to strategic nature-recovery by creating 
priority wildlife habitats in a Nature Recovery Network 
established by coordinated Arc Local Nature Recovery 
Strategies.  

• set a minimum requirement of 20% net Biodiversity Gain 
from all new development. 

 

7. 
Demonstrating best 
practice in spatial 
planning for nature, SA 
and SEA 
 

 
This section contains our detailed asks of the processes and approach 
set out in the Sustainability Appraisal Scoping Report for the SA and 
SEA that will inform the development of the Spatial Framework. 
 

General best practice 
and transparency 

We ask that: 

• The preparation of the Spatial Framework, its SA and SEA 
follow established best practice (or better) in assessing and 
avoiding negative environmental impacts of alternative 
options, following the mitigation hierarchy of avoid, mitigate, 
restore, compensate 28, and identifying and supporting the 
realisation of opportunities for achieving environmental 
benefits. See Planning Naturally for our 12 principles for good 
spatial planning for nature.29 

• The SA is undertaken by professionally qualified 
environmental assessment specialists to ensure the rigour 
and best practice delivery of the SEA component. 

• The report outlining how SA and consultation have influenced 
the development of the published Spatial Framework should 
be published alongside the Environmental Report and draft 
Spatial Framework at the Assessment stage to enable more 
transparent scrutiny of how the SA and consultation have 
influenced the development of the Spatial Framework before 
it is adopted. (SA Scoping Report: 3.3 and Table 3.1, 4. 
Adoption) 

• Responses to the consultations be published in full ahead of 
the next stage. 

• Government clarify how new locations for growth will be 
publicly tested if they are set out in the Spatial Framework. 

 

Weighing the 
environment in the SA 
system 

We ask that SA 

• favours options which both minimise negative environmental 
impacts and maximise the potential for delivering 
environmental benefits. This is essential for any hope of 

 
27 Enhancing England’s urban green spaces, Natural England, 30 September 2020. 
28 See for example A Cross-Sector Guide for Implementing the Mitigation Hierarchy: 
http://www.csbi.org.uk/our-work/mitigation-hierarchy-guide/  
29 Planning naturally – Spatial planning with nature in mind: in the UK and beyond. RSPB, 2013. 

https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/documents/positions/planning/planning-naturally---spatial-planning-with-mature-in-mind.pdf
https://naturalengland.blog.gov.uk/2020/09/30/enhancing-englands-urban-green-spaces/
http://www.csbi.org.uk/our-work/mitigation-hierarchy-guide/
https://www.rspb.org.uk/globalassets/downloads/documents/positions/planning/planning-naturally---spatial-planning-with-mature-in-mind.pdf
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economic and financial decisions in the Arc being ‘nature-
positive’. 

• describe specific limits beyond which negative environmental 
impacts will be considered unacceptable, i.e. cannot be 
outweighed by economic or social benefits. Levett-Therivel 
(2018) suggest adopting specific standards for different 
environmental factors.30 This should be done for a broad 
range of environmental factors, including but not limited to 
air and water quality and resources, ecological health and 
condition, biodiversity, carbon emissions, flood risk and 
access to nature. See also 4. Keeping growth and 
development within environmental limits 

• Assesses a broad range of alternative options that are likely 
to represent a spectrum of relative sustainability and include 
options that are likely to be genuinely sustainable according 
to the environmental limits / tolerances identified by the SA. 

 

Assessing significance of 
impacts 

We ask that:  

• Draft assessment criteria should be published and subject to 
scrutiny through stakeholder engagement and public 
consultation. 

• Assessment of cumulative impacts cover development 
already permitted but not built as well as development 
indicated in adopted and emerging Local Plans, and potential 
new and/or expanded settlements being explore along the 
route of East West Rail. 

• The assessment considers all the likely significant effects on 
the environment listed in Schedule 2 para 6 of the SEA 
regulations, 2004.  

• Limits to the acceptable cumulative impacts from growth and 
development in the Arc are identified in line with our 
comments at 4. Keeping growth and development within 
environmental limits. 

Approach to alternatives We ask that: 

• The alternatives looked at include options that are 
sufficiently ambitious in environmental terms, i.e. set out to 
minimise negative environmental impacts and maximise 
opportunities to support nature recovery, increase natural 
capital, restore ecosystems and achieve high standards of 
environmental sustainability.  

 
One way to do this might be through testing a number of 
alternative scenarios for strategic development in the Arc, 
e.g. see the (very high level) work done by the Infrastructure 
Transitions Research Consortium summarised in this 
interactive article published in February 2021 and 
highlighting the ‘strikingly different outcomes from the 

 
30 Strategic Environmental Assessment: improving the effectiveness and efficiency of SEA/SA for land use 
plans. RTPI, 2018, p.11. https://www.rtpi.org.uk/research/2018/january/strategic-environmental-assessment-
seasa-for-land-use-plans/  

https://www.rtpi.org.uk/research/2018/january/strategic-environmental-assessment-seasa-for-land-use-plans/
https://www.rtpi.org.uk/research/2018/january/strategic-environmental-assessment-seasa-for-land-use-plans/
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2004/1633/schedule/2/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2004/1633/schedule/2/made
https://nismod.github.io/arc-udm-vis/
https://www.rtpi.org.uk/research/2018/january/strategic-environmental-assessment-seasa-for-land-use-plans/
https://www.rtpi.org.uk/research/2018/january/strategic-environmental-assessment-seasa-for-land-use-plans/
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choices that can be made in terms of land taken for 
development, natural environment and ecosystems services 
at risk, and joined-up connectivity of future housing 
development to different modes of transport.’31 

 

• The assessment of alternative options considers not only 
location and scale but also the standards of ecological design 
and environmental sustainability to which new development 
will be built. 

• The assessment of alternatives includes a carbon assessment 
of spatial, design and policies options. This should seek to 
ensure that options taken forward are compatible with and 
help achieve the Arc Environment Principles’ ambition to 
reach net zero by 2040. 

• Potential new and/or expanded settlements being explored 
by Government are included in the assessment of 
alternatives, 

• A biodiversity impact assessment is carried out and a report 
published as part of the assessment of alternative policies 
and spatial options. 

Habitats Regulations 
Assessment 

We ask that: 

• HRA is also done at strategic options stage in order that 
comparative impacts can be understood. 

• HRA considers any protected site outside the Arc where there 
could be a potential impact, regardless of its distance. 

• HRA consider downstream impacts on designated sites, 
including those resulting from increased nitrate and 
phosphate levels in water from housing and other 
development. 

• the Spatial Framework provide policy support for strategic 
schemes working across local boundaries to effectively 
mitigate nitrate and phosphate impacts on designated sites. 

 

Strategic planning for 
mineral supply and 
restoration 

We ask that the Spatial Framework  

• incorporate an assessment of mineral resource requirement 
within the assessment of alternatives stage of the 
Sustainability Appraisal and SEA, 

• provide policy support for minimising the environmental 
impacts and maximising the environmental opportunities of 
meeting the Arc’s mineral supply needs, including  

o minimising the carbon impact of extraction and 
transportation of minerals, 

o prioritising sites for minerals winning which protect 
existing nature and maximise strategic opportunities 
for restoration to contribute to nature recovery 
through the creation of bigger, better, and better-
connected wildlife habitats, 

 
31 New interactive article identifies urban planning models in action, ITRC, Feb 2021. 
https://www.itrc.org.uk/news/new-interactive-article-illustrates-urban-planning-models-in-action-in-the-
oxcam-arc/  

https://www.itrc.org.uk/news/new-interactive-article-illustrates-urban-planning-models-in-action-in-the-oxcam-arc/
https://www.itrc.org.uk/news/new-interactive-article-illustrates-urban-planning-models-in-action-in-the-oxcam-arc/
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• support the development of a vision, principles, and strategic 
framework for biodiversity-led restoration of mineral sites 
that incorporates natural capital and ecosystem service data 
and approaches to maximise the wider environmental and 
societal benefits of restoration. 

 

 


