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Executive summary  
Natural England has objected to several major planning 

applications concerning the in-combination effect of additional 

development upon the Dorset Heathlands designated sites (SPA, 

SAC and Ramsar). 

Airborne nitrogen and ammonia gases from multiple sources, 

including agriculture and vehicle emissions settle on heathlands, 

enriching the soil. This favours faster growing plants and the 

spread of species not normally found on heathlands which 

outcompete and inhibit the recovery of the heathland habitats.  

A strategy is needed to help address emissions caused by the 

additional car trips from new development. The proposed joint 

strategy with Dorset Council set out in this report provides interim 

mitigation measures in advance of a formal policy position in the 

emerging BCP Council and Dorset Council local plans.  

The strategy is required until at least 2030 when the take up of 

electric powered vehicles should negate the need for mitigation and 

improve air quality. Current Council strategies such as modal shift 

will help, but targeted projects around heathland sites are also 

needed.  

A budget of £750,000 is needed for 5 years mitigation projects, 

£562,500 from BCP Council and £187,500 from Dorset Council 

based on the proportions of planned development at £50 per 

dwelling. The strategy will be paid for by developers from the 

overall Community Infrastructure Levy receipts. 

Recommendations It is RECOMMENDED that:  

 (a) The interim Dorset Heathlands Interim Air Quality 
strategy covering the period 2020-2025 is adopted;  

(b) A £562,500 project budget is set aside from Community 
Infrastructure Levy to implement the strategy over the 
period 2020-2025; 



(c) An Air Quality Project Co-ordinator is appointed from 
the project budget to bring forward projects; and 

(d) Any changes resulting from Dorset Council adopting 
this document are delegated to the Director of Growth 
and Infrastructure in liaison with the relevant Portfolio 
Holders. 

Reason for 
recommendations 

A strategy is needed to allow the Council to continue granting 
planning permission for new development and facilitating growth. 
The proposed strategy will simplify the planning application process 
by removing the need for applicants to identify and implement 
bespoke mitigation projects to mitigate the air quality impact of 
developments upon the Dorset Heathlands. 

  



Portfolio Holder(s):  Councillor Philip Broadhead, Portfolio Holder for Regeneration, 
Economy and Strategic Planning and Deputy Leader of the Council 

Councillor Mike Greene, Portfolio Holder for Transport and 
Sustainability 

Corporate Director  Bill Cotton, Corporate Director Regeneration and Economy 

Report Authors Steve Dring, Planning Research GIS & Information Manager 

Wards  Council-wide  

Classification  For Recommendation  
Title:  

Background 

1. The lowland heaths in South East Dorset, collectively known as the Dorset 
Heathlands are designated as Special Protection Area (SPA), Special Area of 
Conservation (SAC) and Ramsar Site.  

2. Airborne nitrogen and ammonia gases from multiple sources including agriculture 
and vehicle emissions settle on heathlands, enriching the soil. This favours faster 
growing plants and the spread of species not normally found on heathlands which 
outcompete and inhibit the recovery of the heathland habitats.  

3. Vehicle emissions cause nutrient deposition and direct toxicity effects, principally 
within 200 metres of roads. Additional vehicle trips generated by new development, 
in-combination with all planned development across South East Dorset, is likely to 
have a significant adverse effect upon the integrity of Dorset Heathlands.  

4. When preparing a local plan or granting planning permission for development, 
Councils are required through habitats regulations assessment to conclude no 
significant adverse effects on the integrity of designated sites, such as those sites 
which comprise the Dorset Heathlands. 

5. Whilst air quality on designated sites has been an issue for a long time, it was a 
2017 High Court ruling in the case of Wealden District Council v Secretary of State 
that made the impact of air quality on designated sites the responsibility of local 
planning authorities. The ‘Wealdon Judgement’ highlighted the need to consider the 
impact of all development ‘in-combination’ under the Habitats Regulations, rather 
than determine each application on a stand-alone basis. 

6. For this reason, Natural England has objected to live planning applications 
concerning growth at Bournemouth Airport / Aviation Business Park and two 
strategic urban extensions at Merley and Bearwood that in-combination with other 
planned developments in South East Dorset would be harmful to the Dorset 
Heathlands. The applicants for these schemes have each employed ecological 
consultants to look at the issue and identify bespoke mitigation packages to ensure 
that each development does not harm the Dorset Heathlands. This is proving a 
difficult exercise and the production of the interim air quality strategy would simplify 
and speed up the process for all parties.  



7. There are several other local authorities grappling with this issue across the country. 
BCP Council (with Dorset Council) has a track record of pioneering strategies for 
mitigating designated sites (e.g. recreational impacts on heathland and nitrogen 
pollution in Poole Harbour), and again can set a benchmark through the preparation 
of an air quality strategy.  

The proposed strategy 

8. The proposed strategy set out in Appendix 1 will simplify and speed up the planning 
process, facilitating growth, by avoiding each applicant having to employ ecological 
consultants to tackle this issue and identify and deliver bespoke mitigation.  

9. Government plans to phase out sales of new petrol and diesel cars and vans 
by 2030 to accelerate the transition to zero emission vehicles. As car manufacturing 
responds to this challenge, the current expectation is that by around 2030 the shift to 
zero emission cars and vans should result in air pollution levels returning to an 
acceptable level, helping to achieve the conservation objectives of the Dorset 
Heathlands in respect of air quality. At that point this strategy will no longer be 
needed.  

10. The strategy has been prepared jointly with Dorset Council. It identifies 3 phases to 
facilitate the recovery the Dorset Heathlands towards favourable conservation status 
with regard to air quality: 

 Phase 1: Measures already in place 2015-2020 – Projects implemented 
for other reasons but have air quality benefits to the protected heathland 
nearby; 

 Phase 2: Interim approach from 2020-2025 - Projects to deliver benefits 
ahead of the preparation of formal local plan policy; and 

 Phase 3: Local plan approach from 2025 onwards - Projects aligned to 
new policies set out in the BCP Council Local Plan and the Dorset Council 
Local Plan. This strategy will then become an SPD. 

11. Phase 2 is the first documented phase of the overall strategy. It is an interim 
strategy to deliver projects in the short term from 2020-2025. The aim of Phase 3 is 
to formalise the strategy in policy through local plans from 2025 onwards. The 
measures will be needed until air pollution levels return to an acceptable level and 
the conservation objectives of the Dorset Heathlands are achieved in respect of air 
quality. Measures include:  

 Managing heathland adjacent to roads;  

 Reducing vehicle trips by encouraging modal shift to other forms of transport;  

 Reducing vehicle speed past heathlands (e.g. A338 at Hurn & Gravel Hill); 

 Encouraging the use of zero emission vehicles (e.g. charging points, subsidy); 

 The re-siting or cleaning up of certain operations that generate emissions 

alongside heathlands (e.g. slurry pits, intensive livestock units); and 

 Changing of use of agricultural land adjacent to heathlands to less intensive use; 

12. By taking a holistic approach with other mitigation measures and initiatives, this 
strategy will drive an improving trend in air quality which is targeted to the sources 
which make the greater contribution to current exceedances. This improving trend 
might then be taken into account by the Council when undertaking habitats 
regulations assessment of a development proposal and considering whether to grant 



planning permission. The improvements to air quality on the Dorset Heathlands will 
also benefit air quality for local residents. 

13. The projects will be solely funded from the Community Infrastructure Levy (CIL) paid 
to the Council by developers. A budget of £750,000 would be set aside to appoint a 
project coordinator and for the implementation of projects. The budget for 2020-2025 
is based upon 15,000 planned homes at £50 per home. Split by the proportion of 
planned development within 5 kilometres of the Dorset Heathlands, BCP Council 
would provide £562,500 (75%) and Dorset Council £187,500 (25%). Funding would 
be paid by developers from CIL.  

14. The Air Quality Project Coordinator will prepare the Implementation Plan and update 
it regularly. The Coordinator will work with landowners to bring forward projects and 
establish a monitoring strategy to identify a baseline and assess vegetation changes 
and transport emission data over the timeframe of this strategy.  

Options Appraisal 

Preferred Option:  

15. The preferred option is to adopt the Dorset Heathlands Air Quality Strategy. The 
strategy has the support of Natural England and would have multiple benefits: 

 It would enable the Council to mitigate development and thereby continue to 
grant planning permission; 

 Mitigation of the impact of the development will be passed from the developer 
to the Council, removing a block from the planning application process;  

 It saves planning applicants the cost of ecological consultants as all 
development that generates car trips would have to provide mitigation; 

 It enables the Council to achieve environmental benefits by facilitating the 
recovery the highly valued Dorset Heathlands towards favourable 
conservation status with regard to air quality; 

 Improvements to air quality would equally benefit human health; and 

 Mitigation projects can have ‘layered benefits’ such as a net gain in 
biodiversity, carbon offsetting and public access. 

Alternative Option 1 – Require applicants to provide bespoke mitigation packages 

16. In the absence of a strategy, applicants seeking planning permission will need to 
identify and agree with the Council, a package of bespoke mitigation measures. This 
will be necessary for the proposed development to pass habitats regulations 
assessment enabling the Council to grant planning permission.  

17. The reasons this option is not taken forward: 

 This option is onerous upon the applicant, requiring appointment of ecological 
consultants at extra cost; 

 Bespoke mitigation measures would inevitably overlap where targeted on 
roads alongside heathland, risking developers paying multiple times for the 
same mitigation; 

 The Council does not have the ecological resource to negotiate bespoke 
mitigation packages with applicants; and 



 The complex nature of the mitigation would cause delay in issuing planning 
decisions.  

Alternative Option 2 – Do nothing 

18. The Council could continue to grant planning permissions and ignore the advice of 
Natural England that mitigation is required.  

19. The reasons this option is not taken forward: 

 Granting planning permission without mitigation would be unlawful, risking 
reputational damage to the Council and legal challenge or call-in of a 
planning decision by the Secretary of State; 

 To overcome Natural England concerns the Council may have to impose 
Grampian conditions on all new planning permissions for development that 
generates vehicular trips, effectively delaying construction until mitigation is in 
place; and 

 The risk of stifling development disadvantages local people, the economy 
(construction /employment) and has budgetary implications for the Council 
(Council tax, business rates, New Homes Bonus). 

Summary of Options: 

20. The preferred option is to the publish and implement the Dorset Heathlands 
Interim Air Quality Strategy to enable the Council to continue granting planning 
permission for new homes and jobs. The strategy would facilitate the recovery the 
Dorset Heathlands towards favourable conservation status with regard to air 
quality; simplify the planning process for applicants; facilitate growth; whilst also 
providing considerable environmental and health benefits to local residents.  

21. Alternative Option 1 would require each applicant seeking planning permission to 
employ ecologists to identify the harm from the development and plan and deliver 
the necessary mitigation. This is onerous upon applicants and costly, when a 
Council led solution would provide a strategic approach that developers would 
contribute towards. All the work would be done by the Council, simplifying the 
planning process for applicants.  

22. Alternative Option 2, Doing nothing, risks reputational damage to the Council and 
social and economic costs.  

23. In summary, the Alternative Options would lead to delays in processing planning 
applications and the consequential reputational damage to the Council. The 
Council would also have to consider using Grampian conditions on planning 
permissions, meaning that developers would be unable to build new homes until 
the Council had provided the necessary mitigation. These options cannot 
therefore be supported. 

24. The preferred option of a Council led strategy will provide certainty and allow the 
Council to continue granting planning permissions. Such certainty will ensure 
applicants seeking planning permission can through the payment of CIL mitigate 
the harm of their development, simplifying the process. A positive lead from the 
Council will be welcomed by developers who will be able to continue to build 
homes without delay. Through the payment of CIL the issue is resolved, 
simplifying and speeding up the development process. The social and economic 
benefits of this proposal therefore match the multi-layered environmental benefits.  



Summary of financial implications 

25. There would be no cost to the Council as projects would be funded from CIL, paid 
by developers to mitigate their schemes.  

26. It is proposed that a budget of £750,000 is set aside to cover Phase 2 and enable 
the strategy to be implemented immediately. The budget is based upon 15,000 
homes planned over the 2020-2025 period at £50 per home. Based on planned 
growth BCP Council would find £562,500 (75%) and Dorset Council £187,500 
(25%). There are CIL funds available for this. The budget would fund a project co-
ordinator, the delivery of projects and monitoring over the five-year period.  

27. Further work is needed on costing up the projects and these will be set out in the 
separate Implementation Plan, published after the strategy is in place.  

28. There is potential to link projects involving the change of use of agricultural land 
to other mitigation strategies to provide more cost-effective solutions such as 
Suitable Alternative Natural Greenspace, nitrogen offsetting land, biodiversity net 
gain / compensation projects and carbon offsetting projects. 

Summary of legal implications 

29. The Councils are responsible as Competent Authority under the Conservation of 
Habitats and Species Regulations 2017, as amended by the Conservation of 
Habitats and Species Amendment (EU Exit) Regulations 2019 which came into 
force on 31 December 2020. As Competent Authority the Council must ensure 
that when granting planning permission, the development will not have an 
adverse effect upon integrity of the Dorset Heathlands SPA, SAC and Ramsar 
site.  

30. When granting planning permission, the Council must undertake a Habitats 
Regulations Assessment of each proposal and be certain that the proposed 
development will not have an adverse effect upon a designated site such as the 
Dorset Heathlands SPA, SAC and Ramsar site. 

31. The proposed strategy will allow the Council to grant planning permission with the 
certainty that the impact of the development will be mitigated. Were the Council to 
fail to deliver mitigation and knowingly grant planning permission, this would be 
unlawful. 

Summary of human resources implications 

32. A project officer would be needed to coordinate and deliver projects. Discussions 
are ongoing with Dorset Council to sign to jointly fund a part time post. The post 
would be funded from CIL and could be employed by the Urban Heaths 
Partnership. The proposal has no implications for BCP staff, other than to 
maintain Council services. 

Summary of sustainability impact 

33. The strategy would have significant environmental benefits by helping to return 
the Dorset Heathlands to favourable condition, and through a general 
improvement to air quality.  

34. Projects on agricultural land can be brought forward with ‘layered benefits’ such 
as carbon offsetting and net gain in biodiversity. The emerging Environment Bill 
will make it a requirement for all developers to contribute to achieving a net gain 



in biodiversity and the Council will be looking for projects to spend developer 
contributions in coming years.  

35. The Decision Impact Assessment 179 is a background paper. The summary of 
the assessment is below. 

. 

Summary of public health implications 

36. The strategy would lead to an overall improvement to air quality to humans as 
well as the Dorset Heathlands, benefitting public health and well-being. Projects 
could also provide local residents greater public access to the countryside for 
exercise, education and general health and wellbeing. 

Summary of equality implications 

37. The Equalities Impact Conversation Guidance concluded that there are no 
equalities implications. The strategy will have a positive impact upon the Dorset 
Heathlands designated sites and upon air quality for human health. 

Summary of risk assessment 

38. Doing nothing risks considerable reputational damage to the Council due to 
uncertainty in determining planning applications.  

39. Without the strategy, each application would need a bespoke mitigation package 
worked out by the applicant which is extremely onerous and costly. This can be 
easily avoided through the preparation of an overarching strategy.  

40. Without the strategy the Council would have to consider using Grampian 
conditions on all vehicle generating development (e.g. employment, housing, 
etc.), preventing the development from being built until mitigation has been put in 
place. This would hinder developers at a crucial time for jobs and the economy 
during the recovery from the Covid pandemic. There would be social costs of 
housing delivery from lack of available housing. There could be damage to the 
economy and unemployment from a slowdown in construction. The Council would 
also miss out on Council tax, business rates and New Homes Bonus.   



41. Therefore, a strategic approach is recommended as it will speed up the planning 
process, by providing certainty for all parties that the necessary mitigation will be 
delivered. This will enable the Council to continue to grant planning permission, 
continue to encourage growth and gain recognition for its positive approach for 
facilitating growth whilst improving habitat and air quality.   

Background papers 

Equalities Impact Conversation Guidance 

Decision Impact Assessment 

Appendices   

1, Dorset Heathland Air Quality Strategy  

 


