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1. [bookmark: _Toc126663178]Background

Hafod is a 9.5ha site located east of the village of Johnstown. It is located to the south-east of Hafod y Bonc Country Park and the Johnstown Newt Sites SAC. It is part of the Erddig Estate National Trust property, the majority of which is located to the north-east of Hafod and the A483.
The vision for a Commemorative Woodland at Hafod is for a newly planted woodland which commemorates those lost to the Covid 19 pandemic, provides a green space to serve local communities, and enhances local biodiversity. The design of the new woodlands includes mixed conifer and broadleaved woodlands and areas of native broadleaved woodland. The woodland will incorporate natural wildflower meadows, glades and paths, including an area identified as surviving ridge and furrow earthworks, as well as several new ponds and wetland areas. The project will create and extend habitat networks, increase biodiversity in the local area and provide valuable amenity space for the local community.
Environmental Impact Assessment (Forestry) consent has been sought, and NRW has deemed that consent is not required for the woodland planting project (Appendix 1).
The outline phasing for the proposal is as follows:
· Phase 1 –Soft-works (October 2022-March 2023).  Tree and shrub planting (approximately 15,000 new trees) and hedge re-planting work. 

· Phase 2 –Hard-works (Summer 2023-Winter 2023).  Dates to be confirmed.
Installation of paths, highway crossing, bike racks, benches, verge alterations and excavation of ponds/ scrapes.
· Phase 2 –Soft-works.  Planting of an orchard, flower meadow creation and bulb planting
This document outlines our plans for habitat creation and biodiversity enhancement, including the recommendations from a Preliminary Ecological Appraisal (PEA) which is included in Appendix 2.

2. [bookmark: _Toc126663179]Approach to woodland creation

The National Trust woodland management policy has a core principle of managing woodlands for nature, people and climate. This involves creating and maintaining woodlands with good structural and species diversity, making them naturally resilient and of high value for nature. 
Best practice for environmental protection will be followed throughout the creation of woodland and other habitats at Hafod. This will include:
· Sourcing all trees from stock grown in the UK or Ireland from peat-free suppliers
· Good biosecurity controls from procurement through to ongoing management.
· Selecting the most environmentally sound options for tree protection during planting.
· Ongoing maintenance and management which protects soils and water, and archaeological features.

3. [bookmark: _Toc126663180]Policy

The Wrexham Unitary Development Plan (UDP) remains the adopted plan for the application area.  This will be replaced by the Wrexham Local Development Plan (LDP) 2013 – 2028 which is currently partly way through Matters Arising stage of Examination.  The submitted scheme is considered to meet the requirements of the adopted UDP policies and emerging final policy wording within the LDP and conformity with key policy on the natural environment SP15.  Detailed policy consideration is provided within the submitted Planning Statement, submitted alongside this Biodiversity Enhancement Report.  
Planning Policy Wales (PPW) and Future Wales (FW) provide the policy basis for the requirement for biodiversity enhancement in development.  Welsh Government recently updated the position with regard to biodiversity requirements for the Welsh Planning system in a letter to Heads of Planning dated 20th December 2022.  Planning Policy Wales (PPW) set out a framework for planning authorities to maintain and enhance biodiversity in the exercise of their functions (providing a net benefit for biodiversity). As such it encourages proposals to ‘pro-actively maintain and enhance biodiversity and ecosystems with a focus on avoidance, minimisation and mitigation of impacts within the context of the site with offsite mitigation seen as a last resort in considering the resilience of ecosystems, their diversity, extent, condition, connectivity and adaptability.’[footnoteRef:2] [2:   https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2022-12/cop15-biodiversity-deep-dive-section-6-duty-and-the-planning-system.pdf
] 

Planning applications submitted by the National Trust follow the policy requirements of NT for developments on its own land.
All planning policy issues are discussed within the submitted Planning Statement (PS), and Appendix 1 of the PS provides an overview of National and Local Planning Policy.  

4. [bookmark: _Toc126663181]Summary of PEA outcomes and ecological constraints of the project

A PEA was produced in December 2022 by Marches Ecology (Appendix 2) comprising of an ecological background data search and an extended Phase 1 survey. The site currently consists of three agriculturally improved pasture fields, consisting of agricultural grassland species, and bounded by defunct hedges and lines of trees/shrubs. A waterbody is located to the south of the site, and another smaller waterbody is adjacent to NT land to the north. An area of amenity grassland and scattered planted trees adjacent to the Hafod y Bonc car park is also included within the planning application boundaries. 
The PEA states that no statutory or non-statutory designated sites would be directly impacted by the proposed work. However, some potential indirect impacts on Great Crested Newts (an Annex II species of the neighbouring Johnstone Newt Sites SAC) were identified, along with potential indirect impacts on other protected species. A mitigation plan to address these potential impacts is summarised below (Section 6), along with plans for broader biodiversity enhancement across the whole site (Section 5). 
The proposed hard works would involve the loss of a small section of hedgerow, a small area of amenity grassland and a small area of agriculturally improved grassland. The PEA states that the loss or alteration of these habitats would not result in any significant impacts. 
The PEA concludes that the proposed habitat creation at Hafod is likely to be of benefit to a range of wildlife and in the short to medium-term be of much greater value than that offered by the existing agricultural fields, and that the proposal would satisfy the Welsh Government requirement to achieve net biodiversity gain. Furthermore, NRW stated within their decision letter for the EIA (Appendix 1) that ‘The proposals are not likely to offer any significant environmental impact and are likely to have positive gains such as increased native woodland cover, habitat connectivity, structural and habitat diversification, and will facilitate the production of several ecosystem services including carbon sequestration, soil improvement, as well as providing health and social benefits to the visiting public.’  

5. [bookmark: _Toc126663182]Biodiversity Enhancement Plan

The site of the Hafod Commemorative Woodland is an agriculturally improved grassland site with low value for biodiversity. A mosaic of habitats will be created, ranging from dense woodland, scrub, open grassland, ponds and wetlands. This will be of high biodiversity value and tailored specifically to benefit locally important species where possible. The improvements in habitat value will increase with time, as trees mature and habitats develop, and ongoing management will ensure that a mosaic is maintained in the future.
In order to maximise the benefits to biodiversity in general, and specifically for nationally and locally important species, the following measures will be included in habitat creation work. A map showing indicative locations for some of these enhancements is found in Appendix 3.

[bookmark: _Toc126663183]5.1 Tree planting scheme

The tree species included in the planting scheme will form a diverse mixed woodland appropriate to local conditions and the wider landscape. This will include native broadleaved species, as well as mixed conifers, resulting in a diverse and resilient woodland canopy in the future. All trees will be sourced from suppliers which meet National Trust standards for biosecurity and are from UK provenance stock (locally sourced where possible). A full list of species can be found in Appendix 4.
Some areas will be planted and maintained as scrub which will provide habitat for a number of priority bird species found in the area, such as Willow Warbler, Yellowhammer, Linnet and Dunnock. The berries and fruit from these scrub species will provide a food source for badgers, birds and small mammals, whilst spring flowering shrubs will be beneficial for pollinators.
Wetland tolerant tree species will be included around some of the waterbodies and in wetter areas of the site, and will benefit species such as reed bunting, and provide habitat for invertebrates such as alder signal moth and alder leaf beetle.
Other tree species of local interest or value to local biodiversity which will also be included in the tree planting scheme include Elm, and Black Poplar. 
[bookmark: _Toc126663184]5.2 Wetlands and ponds

Several ponds and wetland areas will be created as part of the woodland design. A range of sizes of waterbodies are proposed (extending to 0.02 ha, 0.04 ha, 0.08 ha and a ‘wetland complex’ of 0.1 ha) with various maximum depths between 0.5 m and 1.5 m. Draft proposals for pond design can be found in Appendix 5. These will be reviewed by a qualified ecologist prior to creation to ensure suitability for Great Crested Newts and a range of other wetland species. Excavated material will be used within the site (for example to create bee banks, see below). Potential for further wetland habitat enhancement such as reedbed creation around the existing pool on the site will be considered in the future.

The varied sizes and depths of the new pondscape will attract a range of wetland wildlife and will include pools suitable for priority species such as the Great Crested Newt, as well as other amphibians. New ponds will also vary in their level of shade and natural light – with some ponds located in open areas with direct sunlight, and others located in more wooded shady areas, to provide a range of habitat niches. 

Vegetation will be allowed to naturally colonise newly created ponds and, given the abundance of ponds in the wider landscape at Hafod, this should enable a natural variety of native wetland plants to establish. 

A number of measures will be implemented to minimise disturbance to ponds and reduce the risk of spread of non-native invasive wetland species. These include incorporating natural barriers such as scrub and boggy ground between ponds and areas of higher public usage. Keeping main footpaths away from newly created ponds, and having zones within the site which have limited or no public access, along with zones which have open access and can be considered sacrificial. Fencing will be used around some ponds to prevent access by dogs and people, and mitigate against the potential spread of non-native species, or introduction of fish. The locations of these fenced areas will be selected under the advice of a suitably qualified ecologist. Signage and public engagement from an early stage of the project will be used to inform site users about issues such as dog disturbance and biosecurity, and to deter people from adding fish or other non-native species to ponds. 

[bookmark: _Toc126663185]5.3 Open habitats and mosaics

An integral component of the Hafod Woodland design is that several areas of open grassland and mosaic habitat will be retained across the site, in a gradual transition from closed canopy woodland to scrub and rough grassland mosaics to open species-rich grassland. 

The grassland swards current found at Hafod are agriculturally improved and fairly species poor, and so restoration work will be undertaken to enhance these using locally sourced green hay or harvested seed (several possible donor sites have been identified at Erddig). An area of old ridge and furrow has been identified as the main location for a species rich meadow which will be cut and arisings collected annually in late summer each year. This area does not appear to have been ploughed or recently re-seeded, and may have remnant populations of meadow species still present in the seed bank. In addition to this, other small patches and corridors of open grassland will be retained and restored during habitat creation, forming a patchwork of open habitats which will benefit a wide range of species. Encouraging particular wildflower species within the grasslands such as common or greater bird’s foot trefoil will provide pollen and nectar resources for many invertebrates, including priority species such as the Dingy Skipper which has been recorded nearby.

The open grassland areas will be managed without inputs or soil disturbance which will provide the conditions needed to enhance species diversity, including within the soils. Several grassland fungi have been identified in the ridge and furrow field, and with long term appropriate management, other species may establish and flourish.

As well as meadows and grassland rides which will be cut annually, some areas of grassland will be left as rough tussocky grassland, providing habitat for small mammals, a refuge for amphibians and reptiles, and hunting ground for birds of prey such as Kestrel and Barn Owls. These will be managed on a long rotation ensuring that the habitat remains open in the long term, whilst retaining taller, unmanaged vegetation on part of the site at all times.

[bookmark: _Toc126663186]5.4 Bee banks and other features

In addition to species-rich grassland creation and management, other features will be included within the design of the site which will be of particular benefit for invertebrates. Spoil from landscaping works such as pond and scrape creation, will be used in the construction of bee banks, located in sunny sheltered locations adjacent to flower-rich habitats. These will have a south facing aspect and be capped with builder’s sand or an equivalent sandy substrate to at least 30cm. 

Deadwood will be left in-situ (in accordance with access and safety procedures), providing habitat for saproxylic species. When thinning or pruning occurs, brash piles will be left in quiet corners of the site as hibernaculum for amphibians and reptiles and hedgehogs.

Hedgerows will be restored at key locations, linking up woodland habitats, and providing habitat and corridors for wildlife including bats.

6. [bookmark: _Toc126663187]Additional Mitigation for Protected Species

Following recommendations from the PEA, the actions below will be undertaken to mitigate against potential impacts of the hard-works on protected species, and to further enhance the habitat for protected species. 
[bookmark: _Toc126663188]6.1 Great Crested Newts

Given the location of Hafod immediately adjacent to the Johnstown Newt Sites SAC, it is likely that Great Crested Newts could be found anywhere within the site. One pool is located to the south of the site, and another on the northern boundary (not National Trust land). There are no records of newts within these or any other part of the site, however, an eDNA survey is planned in April 2023 to determine presence or absence of Great Crested Newts within these pools. These waterbodies will not be directly impacted by the proposed hard-works. 

The majority of terrestrial habitat on the site was deemed of low potential value for Great Crested Newts. The proposed hard-works would affect small areas of moderate/ high potential value terrestrial habitat (hedgerow and rough grassland), particularly at the Hafod Road crossing. The PEA concluded that the proposed hard-works and wider site plans may result in:
· The potential for killing/ injuring/ disturbing individual Great Crested Newts.
· The potential for damaging small areas of terrestrial habitat (outside the SAC/ SSSI) that might be used by Great Crested Newts.
· The potential for an increase in visitor numbers accessing the SAC/ SSSI and the associated potential undesirable impacts (e.g., disturbance of wildlife, introduction of non-native species/ fish/ diseases, pollution).
 
Given the risk that Great Crested Newts might be found/ disturbed during these works an NRW ‘development’ licence will be obtained prior to the commencement of these works. A Reasonable Avoidance Measures (RAMs) Method Statement will be produced and implemented by a qualified Ecologist. This will include: 
· Hand searches to be undertaken prior to work commencing during suitable weather conditions.  Any amphibians found are likely to be moved to the west side of the Country Park (subject to landowner permission). 
· A Toolbox Talk by a suitably qualified ecologist that would outline the responsibility of individual contractors (with regards Great Crested Newts and other valued ecological resources).  
· When the work is restricted to the improved grassland or other low risk areas, a watching brief would be maintained by the contractors, with the licensed ecologist retained on standby off-site. 
· A biosecurity risk assessment to be implemented during the works.
· The provision of a small number of potential refugia/ hibernacula in the wider site to offset any loss of terrestrial habitat.
· [bookmark: _Int_wFNykXoG]Several new ponds to be created as part of the proposal will be designed to specifically benefit Great Crested Newts (draft designs are included in Appendix 5, these are indicative and will be reviewed by a suitably qualified ecologist to ensure suitability for GCN). The other proposed habitat creation measures are also likely to increase the value of the survey site for this species in the short to medium-term

As Hafod lies within a ‘Key Ecological Corridor’ connecting the Johnstown Newt Sites SAC and the wider countryside, it is considered of extremely high importance when considering the long-term viability of the GCN population of the SAC. The proposals at Hafod to create several new wetlands and ponds, along with potential high value terrestrial habitat could be of particular importance for the populations around Bonc Yr Hafod as well as enhancing habitat connectivity for the metapopulation.

The plans do not include any expansion in parking facilities at Hafod Woodland, or at the neighbouring Country Park car park. This will help to limit visitor numbers and minimise potential associated impacts such as increased disturbance both at Hafod and within the neighbouring SAC.

[bookmark: _Toc126663189]6.2 Badgers

No particular impacts on Badgers are anticipated due to the proposed hard-works. However, as Badgers are known to be present in the area all site workers will maintain a watching brief for potential setts, and a qualified Ecologist will be consulted in the event of a large animal hole being found.

[bookmark: _Toc126663190]6.3 Reptiles

Grass snakes have been recorded in the area and could potentially use parts of the site. However, the risk of the proposed hard-works to individual Grass Snakes is considered to be low.  
A Reasonable Avoidance Measures (RAMs) method statement will be prepared by a qualified ecologist.  This would be undertaken at the same time as the RAMs for Great Crested Newts. 

[bookmark: _Toc126663191]6.4 Birds 

The site is currently considered to be of value for species of bird associated with trees, scrub/ shrubs and hedges, and the proposed planting plan is likely to increase this value. It is currently considered unlikely that the existing habitat is of any particular value for ground-nesting birds. The proposed hard-works will result in the loss of a short stretch of hedgerow at the Hafod Road crossing, and possibly young trees near the car park, but no other habitat likely used by nesting birds will be impacted. Any works which affect bird nesting habitat will be undertaken outside of the nesting period wherever possible. If this is not possible, a qualified Ecologist will be employed to check for nesting birds prior to commencement. If any occupied nests are found at any stage, a fenced and signposted buffer zone of at least 5m would be retained until chicks have left the nest.

As the newly planted woodland will take some time to mature, bird boxes will be installed to provide nesting sites in the short-medium term. A range of boxes will be used, including specific boxes for Starlings and Kestrel.

6.5 [bookmark: _Toc126663192]Bats

All semi-mature and mature trees will be retained on the site, as will all linear features (along with a 3m buffer along them) and no direct impacts on bats are anticipated during the hard-works. If removal of mature trees becomes necessary, any affected trees will be inspected for potential bat roosts by a qualified Ecologist prior to any work taking place, and further mitigation measures will be considered. Any new footpaths will be located away from mature trees which may have suitable bat roosting habitats to minimise disturbance. No external lighting will be used on the site. 

As the woodland habitats are developing and there are few existing mature trees on site at present, bat boxes will also be added to the site to provide additional roosting habitat in the short- medium term. These will include wood-crete bat boxes such as the Schwegler 2F-DFP13 and the Vincent Pro Bat Box14. These will be installed in clusters of three under the guidance of an ecologist. 

[bookmark: _Toc126663193]6.6 Other species

Hedgehogs have been recorded from the area, and features within the site might be used for hibernation. Work on hedges will be undertaken outside of the hibernation period wherever possible, and only in periods of milder weather if this is not possible. Any hedges likely to be impacted by the hard-works will be carefully searched and cleared under the supervision of a qualified Ecologist. This will be completed at the same time as the RAMs for Great Crested Newts and Grass Snakes. Any hedgehogs found will be covered up and left until the end of the hibernation period, or if found outside of hibernation will be moved to a nearby safe location (E.g. within the Country Park).

The material from the removed stretch of hedgerow will be used to create brash piles in quiet corners of the site, away from roads and potential disturbance.
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