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Notice to Readers 
 
The advice contained in this report is based on the information available and/or 
collected during the period of study and within the resources available for the project. 
We cannot completely eliminate the possibility of important ecological features being 
found through further investigation and/or by survey at different times of the year or in 
different years. Reference to sections or particular paragraphs of this document 
taken out of context may lead to misrepresentation. JUST ECOLOGY takes care to 
ensure that balanced advice is provided based on the information available at the 
time. 
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1 Executive summary 

1.1 Just Ecology was commissioned to undertake an Ecological Appraisal of land 
off Black Firs Lane, Somerford, Congleton, in August 2012.  

 
1.2 The site consists of an area of land adjacent to Black Firs Lane consisting of 

a number of fields of very poor semi improved grassland surrounded by 
hawthorn hedges. There are also a number of copses of silver birch and 
some very decayed corrugated iron structures. 

 
1.3 The River Dane SSSI is situated 200m to the west of the site; this is 

designated for its geological features. Two areas of ancient woodland, which 
are also Local Wildlife Sites (LWS), exist within 1km of the site.  

 
1.4 The most ecologically interesting areas of the site are the hawthorn 

hedgerows and the silver birch woodland. Both are likely to support a good 
invertebrate population, providing food for birds and bats, and also nesting 
opportunities for birds.  

 
1.5 There are two ponds located on land immediately adjacent to the site.  One is 

unsuitable for great crested newts, the other has more potential. 
 
1.6 The site has potential as a foraging area for badgers but there is limited 

evidence for their use of the site.  There are badger records to the south of 
the site. 

 
1.7 Recommendations are made for further specialist surveys of the hedgerows 

and protected species as follows, with the period in which they should be 
carried out indicated: 

 
• Great crested newt assessment and surveys for ponds within 500m of the 

site to assess presence or absence and to attribute population to a size 
class if newts are found to be present.  Surveys should be carried out 
between mid-March and mid-June. 

• Hedgerow assessment in accordance with the Hedgerows Regulations 
1997 (if hedgerows are to be removed/modified) – May to August optimal. 

• Three bat activity surveys of site, each consisting of a walked transect and 
a static automated detector survey – May to September. 

• Detailed badger survey to assess the use of the site and surrounds by 
badger – November to March. 

 
1.8 Further detail on the scope of these surveys is provided. 
 
 



Ecological Appraisal: Land at Somerford  

12-025 Richborough Estates - Ecological Appraisal - Somerford, Cheshire v3.doc  2 

2 Introduction 

Background 

2.1 Just Ecology was commissioned to undertake an Ecological Appraisal of the 
land off Black Firs Lane, Somerford, Congleton (National Grid Ref:  SJ 8320 
6385; Figure 2.1), to inform proposals for a possible housing development on 
the site.   

 
2.2 Sites of biodiversity conservation value, habitats and species in UK and Local 

Biodiversity Action Plans (BAPs) and protected species are material 
considerations in the planning process (Department for Communities and 
Local Government 2012). 

 
2.3 The aim of the appraisal was to identify habitats on site and also features of 

ecological interest by undertaking basic surveys of the habitats present for 
evidence of use, or potential use, by protected species.  From this, potential 
ecological constraints to the development are identified, if present. 

 
 

Site Characteristics 

2.4 The site is approximately 10.6 ha and is located to the west of Congleton. 
 
2.5 The site comprises three fields of grazed semi improved pasture. The fields 

are surrounded by hawthorn hedges and wire fences. 
 
2.6 There are two small areas of mature silver birch woodland on the site. 
 
2.7 There are a number of derelict farm buildings, which are mainly timber clad 

with corrugated iron. There is one more substantial building clad with 
corrugated asbestos. 

 
2.8 The immediate landscape is composed of woodland and residential gardens. 

The mature oak woodland of Black Firs wood is immediately adjacent to the 
site. Beyond this the landscape is grazing pasture surrounded by hedges. 
There is a building development site in the south west corner and also a small 
lake used by the local angling society. 
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Figure 2.1: Land off Black Firs Lane, Somerford, Cheshire, with the red line representing the 
site boundary (map supplied by client).  
 

 

3 Methods 

Desk study 

3.1 In order to compile background information on the site and immediate 
surroundings, RECORD (the local biological records Centre serving the 
Cheshire region) and Cheshire Wildlife Trust (CWT) were contacted.  Natural 
England’s (NE) online resources and the National Biodiversity Network (NBN) 
were also utilised. 
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3.2 Information collated was as follows:- 

• Statutory site designations on or within 1 km of the site (NE) 

• Non-statutory site designations on or within 1 km of the site (CWT and 
NE) 

• Records of protected species within the 1 km of the site (RECORD) 

• Records of rare or notable species within the 1 km of the site 
(RECORD) 

 
3.3 Water bodies within 500 m of the site were also identified from Ordnance 

Survey maps and aerial photography. 

Site survey 

3.4 The land was surveyed on 4th August 2012.   
 
3.5 Habitats were recorded using Phase 1 criteria (JNCC 2010) and any evidence 

of, or potential for, protected species were recorded using Target Notes (TN). 
 
 

4 Results 

Desk study  

4.1 The River Dane SSSI is 200m to the west of the site. This SSSI is cited for its 
geological interest.  There are areas of ancient woodland 870m to the west 
(Pool Wood), 850m to the north west, and 800m to the north (Forge and 
Radnor Woods).  These areas are also Local Wildlife Sites (LWS) (Appendix 
1).   

 
4.2 In total, RECORD provided 355 records of species within 1km of the site.  Of 

these, six are internationally and nationally protected species or are species 
of conservation concern (Appendix 2). These are referenced in the species 
accounts below, as appropriate. 

Habitats 

4.3 The following were the primary habitats or vegetation types identified on the 
site during the course of the habitat survey (Appendix 3): 

 
• Semi improved grassland 
• Species poor hedgerow 
• Broad-leaved trees 
• Tall ruderals 
• Ponds 
• Fence 
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4.4 Reports of 49 plant species within 1km of the site were provided by 

RECORD.  None of these species are on the Cheshire Rare Plant Register 
(2010) or have a higher conservation status than ‘least concern’ (Cheffings et 
al. 2005). 

Semi improved grassland 

4.5 The pasture fields within the site have been heavily improved and therefore 
constitute poor semi improved grassland. There are wet areas within the 
fields where the biodiversity of plant species is greater. Typical species 
observed during the survey were creeping buttercup, dock, common 
knotgrass, white clover, knapweed, amphibious bistort, hop trefoil and spear 
thistle, together with silverweed in the wetter areas. Grass species included 
perennial rye grass, annual meadow grass, creeping bent, Yorkshire fog and 
cocksfoot. 

Hedgerows and broad-leaved trees 

4.6 The hedgerows on site are species-poor and dominated by hawthorn with 
occasional elder, bramble and sycamore (Appendix 3).  In general, these 
were intensively managed and kept short (around 2 metres high).  

 
4.7 There are two areas of mature silver birch woodland.  
 
4.8 There are wide grass verges between the site and the road (outside the site 

boundary). These verges are planted with a variety of standard trees 
including oak, ash, silver birch, aspen and sycamore.  

Tall ruderals 

4.9 There is an area of tall ruderals adjacent to the derelict farm buildings at the 
end of the short track leading in from Black Firs Lane.  Nettle, thistles and 
rosebay willowherb dominated this area.   

Ponds 

4.10 Two ponds are present directly adjacent to the site, with a fishing lake within 
50m of the site boundary. A further 12 ponds were identified within 500m of 
the site boundary.  

Fence 

4.11 Post and wire fences are used to divide the three fields and also to form some 
of the boundaries with residential gardens.  
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Birds 

4.12 The data from RECORD included records of seven bird species within 1km of 
the land at Black Firs Lane (Appendix 2).  These included Birds of 
Conservation Concern (BoCC) red list species (house sparrow and tree 
sparrow).  These species are also UK Biodiversity Action Plan (UK BAP) and 
Local BAP species. 

 
4.13 During the survey, birds common to this habitat were also noted, including 

song thrush (BoCC red list), blackbird, buzzard, rook, woodpigeon, robin, blue 
tit, great tit and collared dove. 

 
4.14 Within the site, the grassland provides limited hunting opportunities for barn 

owl and other birds of prey. Two buzzards were seen hunting over the fields 
during the survey. The silver birches and hedgerows on site provide limited 
nesting potential. Habitats adjacent to the site including the mature standards 
on the grass verges and the mature woodland which provides more extensive 
nesting opportunities. 

Bats 

4.15 RECORD reported no bat records within 1km of the site  
 
4.16 None of the trees on site have features to support roosting bats and none of 

the corrugated iron and asbestos clad ruined buildings provide significant 
opportunities for bats.  

 
4.17 Some of the hedgerows and oak standards are likely to support abundant 

invertebrates which will provide foraging opportunities for bats.   
 
4.18 The hedgerows are, in general, managed to be compact.  These are likely to 

provide little cover and therefore would be less likely to be used as regular 
commuting routes by bats.   

Badgers 

4.19 Six badger records were provided by RECORD, approximately 200m south of 
the site. 

 
4.20 Numerous small burrows and diggings were found around the site but these 

were believed to be the product of extensive rabbit activity.  A possible 
badger print was recorded in the northern field on site.  A few animal paths 
were recorded which might be used by badgers. 

 
4.21 The semi-improved grassland and surrounding habitats provide potential 

foraging habitat for badgers.  
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Other mammals  

4.22 RECORD provided one report of a polecat from Black Firs Wood adjacent to 
the site (Appendix 2). Polecat is a UK BAP and LBAP species.  No other 
protected or BAP mammals were reported by RECORD. 

 
4.23 The site provides some foraging habitat for polecat and the rabbit population 

provides an abundant food source.   However, polecats are likely to be an 
extremely rare occurrence in this part of Cheshire. 

Amphibians 

4.24 One record of common frog was reported from Black Firs Wood.  No other 
amphibians were reported within 1km of the site by RECORD.   

 
4.25 The National Biodiversity Network Gateway (nbn.data.org.uk), which uses a 

dataset from the Cheshire Triturus cristatus Site Inventory Partnership, 
showed no records of GCN within the 1km square that includes the site or 
within immediately adjacent squares. 

 
4.26 There are no ponds on site, but there are two ponds immediately adjacent to 

the site with a fishing lake within 50m. 
 
4.27 The hedgerows on site provide a limited amount of habitat suitable for use by 

amphibians in the terrestrial phase of their life cycle for transit, foraging and 
refuge (e.g. in rocks and tree root systems). Most of the fields within the site 
are grassland and therefore provide low potential for amphibians due to lack 
of refugia and sward structure.  

Reptiles 

4.28 No reports of reptiles within 1km of the site were provided by RECORD. 
 
4.29 The hedgerows on site provide a limited amount of habitat suitable for use by 

reptiles for transit, foraging and refuge (e.g. in rocks and tree root systems).  
Most of the fields within the site are grassland and therefore provide low 
potential for reptiles due to lack of refugia and sward structure. 

Invertebrates 

4.30 Common moths, butterflies and ladybirds were reported by RECORD within 
1km of the site.   

 
4.31 None have been reported as being of elevated conservation concern.   
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5 Development Constraints and Recommendations 

5.1 The site is proposed for a possible housing development.  Ecological 
constraints and recommendations with regard to any development of the site 
are discussed below. 

Designated Sites 

5.2 There is one SSSI within 1km of the site. This is the River Dane SSSI, which 
is designated for its geological interest features. 

 
5.3 There are two non-statutory designated sites within 1 km of the site. These 

are ancient woodland sites, the nearest being approximately 800m from the 
site. 

Habitats 

5.4 As UK BAP and LBAP priority habitats, the hedgerows are the most 
ecologically important habitat on site. It is recommended that all hedgerows 
be retained/left unmodified and protected during development to ensure that 
the habitat is not impacted.  This should be achieved by erecting temporary 
fencing around a standard root protection zone and maintaining it throughout 
the works.  

 
5.5 As an enhancement, any un-vegetated lengths of boundary that are to remain 

intact should be planted with the following species to create species-rich 
hedgerows: 50% hawthorn, 20% field maple, 15% blackthorn and 15% mix of 
hazel, spindle, dog rose and holly (Gilbert & Anderson, 1998). 

 
5.6 If removal or modification to hedgerows is necessary, then hedgerow impacts 

will have to be reconsidered and a hedgerow assessment carried out in 
accordance with the Hedgerows Regulations 1997 in order to establish 
whether they qualify as important, e.g. as historical field boundaries etc.. 

 
5.7 The remaining habitats on site do not currently qualify as UK BAP Priority 

Habitats, but the two areas of silver birch woodland provide ecological value 
and interest and should be retained if possible. 

 

Protected species 

Birds 

5.8 The hedgerows and silver birch woodland provide potential for nesting birds. 
The neighbouring Black Firs Wood provides greater opportunities. 

 
5.9 Nesting birds are protected under The Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (and 
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amendments) and it would be an offence to damage or destroy a nest or 
otherwise disturb a nesting bird. Because of the possible presence of nesting 
birds (including ground-nesting species), it is recommended that any 
necessary removal of vegetation takes place outside of the bird breeding 
season (at least March to August). 

 
5.10 The denser vegetation of the adjoining Black Firs Wood provides more 

nesting opportunities and it is recommended that a 50m buffer zone is 
established around this wood to reduce the impact on the birds and other 
species.   

Bats 

5.11 All bat roosts are fully protected under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 
(and amendments) and The Conservation of Habitats and Species 
Regulations 2010, which defines these animals as European Protected 
Species.  An offence would be committed if roosts, whether occupied or not, 
were destroyed, damaged or obstructed, or if bats themselves were harmed 
or disturbed. 

 
5.12 All bats form part of the Cheshire and UK BAP. 
 
5.13 The hedgerows provide some bat foraging habitat and commuting route 

potential between foraging and roosting sites.  Also the mature trees in Black 
Firs Wood have some potential for roosting bats. 

 
5.14 As such it is recommended that the site be subject to bat activity surveys.  

Given the habitat quality of the site, the activity survey should consist of three 
bat activity surveys spread through the bat active season (May – September, 
the optimum time being June – August), each consisting of a walked transect 
and a static automated detector survey.    

Badger 

5.15 Badgers are protected under the Protection of Badgers Act 1992, with direct 
harm or disturbance or destruction of setts or damage to setts being an 
offence.  Badgers are known to occur to the south of the site and the site and 
surrounds have potential for badgers to occur. 

 
5.16 A full badger survey at the optimal time of year (November to March) is 

recommended to more completely assess the activity of the badgers on site.  
 
Other mammals 
5.17 Polecat was reported by RECORD from Black Firs Wood. The site provides 

foraging habitat for polecat and a rabbit population as prey.  
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5.18 Polecat is a UK BAP and Cheshire BAP priority species. It is protected under 
schedule 6 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act (1981) from unlawful killing 
and trapping. 

 
5.19 Loss of foraging habitat would be regarded as relatively insignificant for this 

species given the abundance of similar habitat in the surrounding landscape. 

Amphibians and reptiles 

5.20 Great crested newts are protected by Schedule 2 of the Conservation of 
Habitats and Species Regulations (2010) and Schedule 5 of the Wildlife and 
Countryside Act (1981), which provide protection to the individuals and the 
areas they use for rest, shelter or breeding. Great crested newt is also a UK 
BAP and Cheshire BAP priority species.  

 
5.21 Although there are no ponds on site there are two ponds immediately 

adjacent to the site and a fishing lake within 50m. There are a further 12 
ponds within a 500 m radius of the site.  

 
5.22 As many of these ponds as possible need to be assessed to determine their 

Habitat Suitability Index for great crested newt. Those ponds with potential 
will need to be surveyed, where access can be secured, to assess whether 
great crested newts are present.  This will include four surveys between mid-
March and mid-June, with at least two between mid-April and mid-May.  If 
great crested newts are discovered, ponds should be surveyed a further two 
times within the recommended timeframe. 

 
5.23 Common reptiles receive partial protection under the Wildlife and Countryside 

Act 1981 (and amendments) whereby it is an offence to intentionally kill or 
injure any of the four common species.  All reptiles and common toad are also 
UK BAP priority species and slow worm and adder also form part of the 
Cheshire BAP. 

 
5.24 It is recommended that hedgerows and hedgerow margins be retained to 

reduce any risk of common amphibians and reptiles (if present) being injured 
as a result of the works. 
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Appendix 1 – Local Wildlife Sites within 1km of the land at Somerford 

 

FORGE AND RADNOR WOODS

RIVER DANE (HOLMES CHAPEL - PEAK PARK BOUNDARY)

POOL WOOD
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Appendix 2 – Records for designated species within 1km 

Location Spatial 
Reference 

Sample 
Date 

Taxon 
Scientific 

Name 

Taxon 
Common 

Name 
Abundance Designation 

Blackfirs Wood 
- Somerford SJ833639 04/07/2002 Hyacinthoides 

non-scripta Bluebell Present LBAP, WCA 
Sch 8 

Blackfirs Wood 
- Somerford SJ833639 01/07/2001 Hyacinthoides 

non-scripta Bluebell Present LBAP, WCA 
Sch 8 

Blackfirs Wood 
- Somerford SJ833639 25/06/2001 Rana 

temporaria Common Frog Present 
WCA Sch 5 

Blackfirs Wood 
- Somerford SJ8363 01/08/2007 Mustela 

putorius Polecat 1 
LBAP, 
NERC, 
UKBAP 

Somerford - CP SJ831635 01/01/2001 Passer 
domesticus House Sparrow 20 

LBAP, 
NERC, 
UKBAP, 
BoCC Red 
List 

Somerford - CP SJ831635 01/01/2001 Passer 
montanus Tree Sparrow 29 

LBAP, 
NERC, 
UKBAP, 
BoCC Red 
List 
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Appendix 3 – Phase 1 habitat map (target notes detailed in Appendix 4) 
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Appendix 4– Target Notes and Illustrative photographs 

Description Photograph 
TN1 – Rabbit burrows are very 
common in the fields and hedgerows 
at this site. 
 

 
TN2 – Rabbit activity. 
 

 
TN3 - Rabbit burrow 
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Description Photograph 
TN4 - Rabbit activity 

 
TN5 – Derelict pig sties 
 

 
TN6 - Derelict barn 
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Description Photograph 
TN7 - Chicken house 
 

 
TN8 – Derelict buildings 

 
TN9 – Possible badger diggings - 
TN10-  Pond A – very steep sides 
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Description Photograph 
TN11 - Pond B 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

TN12 - Angling lake 
 

- 

TN13 - Mature oaks on edge of 
Black Firs wood 

 

 


