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Summary
Hopkins Ecology Ltd was appointed by Love Wolverton Ltd. to prepare an ecological
assessment to inform the regeneration of the Agora Centre, Wolverton. The proposals are for
a new residential-led mixed-use scheme on the Site, extending over the existing Agora Centre
building and the adjacent car park. The total Site area is 1.31ha.
The nearest designated site is ~260m to the east: a non-statutory Wildlife Corridor located
along and adjacent to a railway line. There are no statutory sites within 2km.
The Agora Centre is located in an urban town centre in Wolverton and was constructed in the
1970s. It has a brick and largely flat roof construction and is in reasonable overall repair. The
adjacent car park also forms part of the site, and comprises areas of hardstanding interspersed
with areas of planting.
The Site is considered to be of very low ecological value. The vegetation in the car park
comprises ornamental beds with a substantial non-native component, and the trees lack
‘additional value’ such as cavities. Bat roosts are absent from the Agora Centre itself, as
determined by direct surveys in 2019 and 2020, and the on-Site trees have negligible roost
potential.
The only protected species scoped in are nesting birds within the shrub areas, and a very low
level of foraging bat activity.
In terms of mitigation:
•

Nesting birds. Both the clearance of vegetation and also the start of demolition of the
Agora Centre (as a precautionary measure) should avoid the nesting bird season
(which runs from March – August) or otherwise follow an inspection to confirm the
absence of nesting birds. This inspection may be undertaken by the works gang.

•

Bats. The risk of bats roosts being present is considered to be negligible and specific
working methods with respect to bats are not required. However, in the very unlikely
event of bats being found then works should cease and advice sought.

A requirement of Policy NE3: Biodiversity and Ecological Enhancement is for the use a
‘Biodiversity Impact Assessment Metric’ to demonstrate any loss or gain of biodiversity. Two
metrics are used for comparison and both show substantial net gains as determined by
habitat-based units, of 68% (DEFRA metric) and 100% (Warwickshire Method). The gains are
achieved through a slight increase in the area of vegetation, but with the main driver being the
greater ecological value of the vegetation within the completed scheme.
The enhancements within the scheme therefore comprise high quality soft landscaping using
native species or species of recognised wildlife value. This includes new trees, shrubs, and
perennial herbs and grasses. Also, as additional measures not considered by the metrics, are
the inclusion of swift boxes and bee nesting bricks.
In summary, the Site is considered to be of very low ecological value, bat roosts are absent
and the only protected species or species of conservation concern scoped in are nesting birds
and foraging bats in very low numbers. The scheme will deliver net enhancement, as
determined by the extent and quality of soft landscaping and through the provision of nest
boxes and bee bricks.
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1. Introduction
BACKGROUND
1.1

Hopkins Ecology Ltd was appointed by Love Wolverton to prepare an ecological assessment
to inform the regeneration of the Agora Centre, Wolverton. The proposals are for a new
residential scheme on the Site, extending over the existing Agora Centre building and the
adjacent car park. The total Site area is 1.31ha.
SITE CONTEXT AND STATUS

1.2

The Agora Centre was opened in 1979 as a shopping centre and is largely constructed from
brick with a flat roof. It is near the end of its economic life.

1.3

It is located in the urban town centre of Wolverton, with roads, housing and shops on three
sides. To the east and south-east is a surface car park with trees and the cemetery and Church
of St George, the Martyr. The wider landscape to the east (>200m distant) has areas of open
space and forms part of a network of wildlife corridors in the local area.
LEGISLATION AND PLANNING POLICY

1.4

The following key pieces of nature conservation legislation are relevant to legally protected
species (with a more detailed description in Appendix 2):
•

The Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2017 (the Habitats
Regulations); and

•

The Wildlife and Countryside Act, 1981 (as amended).

1.5

Also, the National Planning Policy Framework (MHCLG, 20191) requires local authorities to
avoid and minimise impacts on biodiversity and, where possible, to provide net gains in
biodiversity when making planning decisions. A substantial number of species are of
conservation concern in the UK. A small number of these species are fully protected under
the legislation listed above, but others in England are recognised as Species of Principal
Importance under the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006 and reinforced
by the National Planning Policy Framework. For these species local planning authorities are
required to promote “protection and recovery” via planning and development control.
Examples include the widespread reptiles, dunnocks, and soprano pipistrelle and brown longeared bats.

1.6

Although the NPPF has an overarching aim of minimising impacts to biodiversity, the majority
of species of conservation concern are not specifically recognised by legislation or planning
policy. The level of protection afforded to these is undefined and should be considered within
the overall aim of minimising impacts on biodiversity.

1

MHCLG (2019) National Planning Policy Framework. Ministry for Housing, Communities and Local
Government, London.
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2. Methods
DESK STUDY
2.1

The desk study comprised a formal data search from the local records centre and review of
relevant data and information from other sources (Table 1).
Table 1. Overview of desk study data sources.
Source
Buckinghamshire and Milton Keynes
Environmental Records Centre
MAGIC (https://magic.defra.gov.uk/)

Information
1km data search for designated sites and protected
/ priority species.
Additional information on statutory sites, habitats of
principal importance and wider countryside
information.

PERSONNEL
2.2

The survey work was led by Dr Graham Hopkins CEnv MCIEEM, who was present on the
surveys and who holds full survey licences for bats (Class 2, 2016-15731-CLS-CLS) and great
crested newts. Assistance was provided by three experienced surveyors.
WALKOVER SURVEY

2.3

A Site walkover was undertaken on 30 June 2019 and then repeated on 05 August 2020,
when the habitats were described following the methods of JNCC (2016)2.
BAT SURVEYS

2.4

The determination of the potential presence of bat roosts followed the methods of the Bat
Conservation Trust (Collins, 20163). The building was assessed externally for likely roost
features and any direct evidence. The detailed external inspection covered all accessible
areas, and was undertaken in conjunction with a short ladder and endoscope as appropriate.

2.5

The building is assessed as having negligible roost potential, but it is large and with a relatively
complex structure, therefore to provide a robust assessment of the presence-absence of bats
it was decided to undertake a bat survey with four surveyors in 2019 (see Figure 1 for the
locations of surveyors). The location of surveyors covered all aspects and the surveyor at the
north (surveyor A) had coverage of the northern aspect and any bat flights along the north
facade. This survey effort is consistent with guidance (Collins, loc. cit.). In 2020 a second
survey was undertaken, using two surveyors (surveyor locations B and C).

2.6

The activity survey commenced 15-minutes before sunset until at 1.5 hours after (Table 2).
Bat detectors were used to detect and record bat activity throughout the survey (Bat Box duet
with an Anabat Express to record calls [3 surveyors], or an Anabat Walkabout [1 surveyor]).
Recordings made during the surveys were analysed using Analook software.

2

JNCC (2016) Handbook for Phase 1 Habitat Surveys. Joint Nature Conservation Committee,
Peterborough.
3

Collins, J. (2016) Bat Surveys for Professional Ecologists. Bat Conservation Trust, London.
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Table 2. Summary of survey conditions for the bat survey.
Visit Dusk
/ Sunset
Number
of Details
dawn
time
surveyors
1
Dusk
21.26
4
Dry, warm conditions:
30
June
• Weather at start: 22°C, still (force 0
2019
Beaufort scale), 5% cloud cover.
• Weather at end: 20°C, light breeze (force
1 Beaufort scale), 10% cloud cover.
2
Dusk
21.21
2
Dry, warm conditions:
05 August
• Weather at start: 24°C, still (force 0
2020
Beaufort scale), 5% cloud cover.
Weather at end: 21°C, light breeze (force 1
Beaufort scale), 5% cloud cover.

2.7

To further gauge the species of bat present locally and the overall level of general activity a
single Anabat Express static recorder was positioned on the edge of the car park area to the
east (~30m from the Agora Centre), and left in situ for the nights of 30 June to 04 July 2019
inclusive.
Figure 1. Site layout for the demolition scheme of the Agora Centre. A-D were surveyed in 2019, and
only B and C in 2020.

CONSTRAINTS
2.8

There were no significant constraints to the survey as reported.
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3. Data Search
STATUTORY
3.1

There are no statutory sites within 2km.
NON-STATUTORY

3.2

3.3

There are two types of non-statutory site within 1km that are treated in the same way as Local
Wildlife Sites in Milton Keynes4:
•

A ‘Biological Notification Site’, which is the term for sites likely to qualify as nonstatutory Local Wildlife Sites but for which the review is not yet complete.

•

‘Wildlife Corridors’. In Milton Keynes this is a specific designation for linear pathways
of habitats that encourage movement of plants and animals.

The areas with these non-statutory designations are shown below (Figure 2), with additional
detail in Table 3. Of particular note is that Wildlife Corridors criss-cross across much of the
urban and nearby areas of Milton Keynes and those most relevant to the Site are to the east,
running-north south along the mainline rail line itself, and the adjacent line associated with the
Wolverton rail works.
Figure 2. Local Wildlife Sites or equivalent within 1km, as taken from the commissioned data search
and further informed by Aecom (2018)5.

Table 3. Non-statutory designations within 1km.
Type
Name (reference) Location
Biological
Manor Farm
0.95km north
Notification Site
(84A)
Wildlife Corridor ~260m east

Description
Neutral grassland, mostly grazed.
Rail corridors with associated scrubby
habitat.

4

http://www.buckinghamshirepartnership.co.uk/media/2294704/bucks_bioandplanning_section3.pdf

5

Aecom (2018) Milton Keynes Green Infrastructure Strategy. Milton Keynes Council, Milton Keynes.
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4. Site and Building Description
OVERVIEW
4.1

The Site comprises the main shopping centre, associated hardstanding and a number of small
street trees (within sealed surfaces), and areas of ornamental planting including trees within
the car park area (Figure 3). To the immediate north of the Centre and the car park is Church
Street, which is a moderately busy street with various shops and other commercial premises.
To the west and south are residential streets with terraced housing, and to the immediate east
St George’s Way with housing and commercial units to its east. The Church of St George the
Martyr lies to the south-east, and this includes a cemetery with trees.
Figure 3. Ecology plan.

4.2

The street trees south of the Agora Centre itself are London Planes Platanus × acerifolia, while
the trees within the car park area are set within the ornamental beds comprises sweet
chestnuts Castanea sativa as a long-established non-native species, and other non-natives
such as Norway maple Acer platanoides. The ornamental beds are characterised as follows:
•

Bed A this is a dense, 2-3m stand of non-native Portuguese laurel Prunus lusitanica
species and tree of heaven Rhus species with a canopy of Norway maple Acer
platanoides and a few samplings of scyamore Acer pesudoplatanus.

•

Beds B-D have a tree cover with moderately dense shrub planting. The shrubs are
mainly non-natives such as Berberis, charry laurel Prunus laurocerasus, and
occasional self-seeded bramble Rubus fruticosus agg, elder Sambucus nigra and
sycamore saplings. Interspersed within the shrubs are occasional stems of rye grass
Lolium species, cock’s foot Dactylis glomerata, couch Elymus repens, and annual
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meadow grass Poa annua, with common herbs such as black horehound Ballota nigra,
ribwort plantain Plantago lanceolata, common plantain Plantago major, feverfew
Tanacetum parthenium, redshank Persicaria persicaria, and nettle Urtica dioica. Ivy
Hedera helix is present as ground cover.
•

Beds E-H have a sparse tree cover, including four London planes in Bed E, a few
shrubs and have an improved grass sward of rye grass and couch with scattered herbs
such as groundsel Senecio vulgaris and pineapple weed Matricaria discoidea.

BUILDING DESCRIPTION
4.3

Planning permission for the demolition of the building was granted in December 2019, and
that application included an ecological assessment (application reference 19/02989/CON),
including the description below and the results of the 2019 activity survey. No conditions were
placed on the permission in relation to ecology or the need for re-survey of the Agora centre,
but an activity survey was repeated in 2020 nevertheless (see Section 5).

4.4

The Agora Centre is a one- to three--storey structure with a roughly square footprint set out at
a 45° angle to the Victorian street grid, with a rectangular unit protruding off each façade. The
walls are brick, and the main roof has some profiled metal sheet with the remainder being flat.
The smaller roofs are flat. The building is in good overall repair, without visible deterioration of
the roof or wall structures. In terms of potential roosting areas for bats:
•

Windows and door surrounds. Various windows and doors are present, some glazed
and others with roller doors and blinds. The surrounds appear to be tight and wellsealed throughout and without potential access for bats.

•

Roofs:

•

o

The main roof for the central part of the Agora Centre is flat with profiled metal
sheet on the sides forming a ‘mansard’ style structure. As far as could be
viewed this was in good repair and without potential access under the main
sheeting. The ‘mansard’ sheets themselves do not rest on the tops of the
masonry, but the pitched sheets meet a vertical corrugated sheet, and this
vertical sheet then runs down behind the main masonry façade. There are
numerous items of roof furniture such as vents and skylights and the flat roof
itself.

o

There a number of smaller flat roofs, on the four rectangular units off each
façade plus an additional unit on the north-west elevation. These roofs have a
‘parapet’ style construction such that the walls are raised above the roof level.
Presumably the flat roofs have a solid slab construction with bitumen felt
covering, which would significantly limit the availability of internal roof voids.
irrespective of the roof construction, the parapets would hamper the
accessibility of the roof area to bats.

Walls. Throughout, the walls are in good repair without visible cracks crevices or voids.
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5. Bat Surveys
DATA SEARCH
5.1

Only a single bat record was returned by the data search, for a common pipistrelle 0.83km
west of the site. It is not thought to be a roost record.
PRELIMINARY ROOST ASSESSMENT

5.2

5.3

As described previously, the Agora Centre dates from the 1970s and is in good repair. In terms
of the main areas where bats typically roost in buildings the key points here are:
•

The window and door surrounds appear to be tightly sealed without internal access,
and no potential roost features were identified.

•

The roof is mainly flat, with some ‘mansard’ type profiled metal sheeting on the main
roof. The flat roof construction is presumed to be slab rather than a wooden decking.
The sheeting on the main roof is thought to be raised above the level of the roof and
certainly on the smaller units on each façade the brick walls are raised as a parapet,
which would significantly limit the ability of bats to enter any roof voids. No visible
access points into the roof area could be identified and no potential roost features were
identified.

•

The walls are in good repair without cracks or gaps leading into voids, and no potential
roost features were identified.

No potential roost features were identified within the building and on this basis it is rated as
having negligible roost potential. However, as a precautionary measure, it was thought prudent
to undertake an activity survey to see if any bats emerged or otherwise behaved in a manner
suggestive of roosting. The 2019 surveys informed the demolition application, and the 2020
surveys were undertaken as a precautionary measure.
ACTIVITY SURVEY

5.4

5.5

2019
In accordance with Bat Conservation Trust guidance (Collins loc. cit.) an appropriate level of
survey to determine presence-absence of bats in a building with low roost potential is a single
survey visit. In terms of the Agora Centre the preliminary roost assessment did not identify
potential roost features and the general urban character of the surrounding area and nighttime lighting would further reduce the likelihood of roosting. The single survey reported here
therefore comprises a precautionary level of survey.
Of the four surveyors, three did not record any bat activity during the emergence survey,
neither from the building nor foraging bats (surveyor A, surveyor C and surveyor D, north,
south-east and south-west). The only bat activity recorded were two brief passes by the
surveyor at the east of the building (surveyor B). The activity comprised:
•

5.6

Two passes by a common pipistrelle 23 and 27 minutes after sunset (at 21.49 and
21.53). The bats were not seen but were thought to be foraging to the east, off-Site,
within the cemetery.

The static detector located along the cemetery edge was in situ for five nights and only
recorded common pipistrelles. The average number of passes per night was seven (with a
range of 2 to 11 passes). These passes started no earlier than 17 minutes after sunset, which
is suggestive of a roost not being particularly close, and the overall level of activity is
considered to be very low.
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5.7

2020
A single common registration was detected by surveyor B along the east of the Agora Centre
at 21.41. This was a bat almost certainly foraging off-Site.
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6. Other Species of Conservation Concern
6.1

In terms of key features relevant to most species, the Site has a series of ornamental beds
with mainly non-native planting and scattered native herbs and grasses. There are few areas
of dense shrubs and the low-level herbage is sparse and providing little if any ground-level
cover. The wider area is densely urban.

6.2

The presence of most species-groups can be readily discounted on the basis of the above
factors (Table 4). Although a large building such as the Agora Centre could have potential for
a small suite of birds, the overall suitability is considered to be very low based on its structure,
and none were noted during the bat activity surveys. Protected species and species of
conservation concern are therefore largely scoped out from the Site, other than for forging
bats and nesting birds.
Table 4. Summary of species scoping.
Species groups
Data search records
Bats: Roosting
None.
Bats: Foraging
Great
newts
Reptiles

crested

Nesting
birds:
building-associated
species

Nesting birds: other
urban birds
Invertebrates

Small mammals

Single
common
pipistrelle record.
No records.
Slow
worms
reported
from
~400m east.
Swifts,
house
martins and black
redstart
reported
locally.

Song thrush and
dunnock.
Five
species
reported, none likely
to be present in the
vicinity.
Badger and otter
reported from within
2km.

On-Site habitat
No bats seen to emerge, and
trees with negligible potential.
Very low numbers of common
pipistrelle.
Habitats wholly unsuitable.

Scoping assessment
Absent.

Habitats wholly unsuitable.

Absent.

Building of very low suitability
due to the absence of
overhangs and no visible
cavities.
None seen during bat activity
surveys.
Some limited areas of dense
shrubs.
Habitats
unsuitable
for
invertebrates of conservation
concern and little wider value
for pollinators.
Wholly unsuitable.

Absent

Very low
activity.
Absent.

foraging

Small
assemblage
likely.
Absent, with only
common
species
likely to be present.
Absent.
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7. Biodiversity Net Enhancement
OVERVIEW
7.1

A requirement of Policy NE3: Biodiversity and Ecological Enhancement is for the use of a
‘Biodiversity Impact Assessment Metric’ to demonstrate any loss or gain of biodiversity. This
section presents the relevant metric calculations, which are then considered further below
along with qualitative enhancements in Section 8: Discussion: Enhancements.

7.2

There are currently two metrics in widespread use, namely the Warwickshire Method and
the DEFRA Metric. These are related tools which consider the individual habitats and their
condition within the baseline and then provides a metric for net changes based on the change
in habitat areas, including the addition of new areas of new landscaping.

7.3

Both metrics are spreadsheet tools, and for thoroughness the results of both methods are
presented in summary form here with the completed spreadsheets provided separately.
LANDSCAPING AREAS

7.4

The baseline description of habitats is based on the field surveys of 2020, with the areas
calculated within a GIS framework6 using the topographic plans. The area of landscaping
within the completed scheme were also calculated within a GIS framework. The areas of
landscaping are shown in Figure 4 and the existing, pre-development vegetation are shown
as an overlay.
Figure 4. The areas of existing (pre-development) vegetation as an overlay onto the landscaping for
the completed scheme.

6

QGIS
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CHARACTERISING THE VEGETATION

7.5

Pre-Development
As characterised the existing landscaping is assumed to date from the late-1970s, and
comprises discrete beds of shrubs and improved sward within which are ornamental trees.
Trees

7.6

All are early mature trees, and mainly non-native species. In terms of the ecological value of
the trees (see also Table 5):
•

They lack cavities for nesting birds or bats.

•

For pollinators, only the Indian bean tree has blossom of high value for pollinators,
while the two maples have insect-pollinated blossom but with a limited range of
associated insects.

•

The trees produce fruits that are not attractive to birds and are otherwise unlikely to be
significant for local animals.

•

The plant-feeding (phytophagous) insects which are important for many birds and bats.

Table 5.
Native / non-native
Non-native

Native
(longestablished nonnative)

7.7

Number
10

Diameters7
<65cm

Indian
bean tree

1

<26cm

Norway
maple

22

<50cm

Red maple

3

<23cm

Sweet
chestnut

7

<46cm

Species
London
plane

Ecological value8
Negligible value for phytophagous
insects – very small and insignificant
associated assemblage of insect.
No blossom for insects.
Negligible – very small and insignificant
associated assemblage of insect.
Short blossom period.
Small assemblage of associated insects,
although some species can be abundant
at times.
No blossom for insects.
Negligible value for phytophagous
insects – very small and insignificant
associated assemblage of insect.
Short blossom period.
Small assemblage of associated insects.
No blossom for insects.

Among the trees are six street trees, which are set within sealed surface rather than within
beds, and all are London planes. These are of negligible ecological value (see above). The
DEFRA Metric includes street trees as a category, but it is useful to cross reference to the
Biodiversity Metric user guide9 (pp47), which assumes that street trees are a mixed group of

7

From Lightwoods Green (loc. cit.).

8

Information on the associated insect are mainly taken from the Database of Insects and their Food
Plants: http://www.brc.ac.uk/dbif/
9

Natural England (2019) The Biodiversity Metric. Auditing and Accounting for Biodiversity. User
Guide – December 2019. Available from:
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/5850908674228224
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species including some which are of moderate ecological value (following Hodge, 199110), i.e.
London planes are of lower ecological value that the assumed value within the supporting
information for the DEFRA metric. Nevertheless, using the DEFRA Metric calculating method
the area allocated to three London planes as street trees (noting that three of the six are
retained) is 0.024ha.
Shrubs
7.8

The shrubs mainly comprise non-natives of very low or negligible ecological value, with a few
self-seeded individuals of sycamore and elder. Also present are occasional natives such as
ivy.
Grass Herbs

7.9

The areas of grass sward are improved, and the associated grass and herbs do not include
any that are typically characterised as being food for animals, e.g. as good foodplants or
blossom plants.
Areas

7.10 The areas used in the calculations are:
•

Total site area: 1.31ha, of which 1.2ha is hardstanding.

•

Pre-development: 0.11ha. This is broken down as 0.1ha of shrub or early tree
dominated area and 0.01ha of improved sward without woody cover.

•

Post- development: 0.12ha, of grass sward and shrubs or herb planting.

7.11 Street trees (trees growing through a sealed surface) are considered by the DEFRA metric,
which are calculated as having a total area of 0.02ha11 with three of these six trees retained
(an area of 0.01ha).
Post-Development
7.12 The planting within the scheme will be of high quality, and of higher quality than that currently
present. This is reflected within the calculations as a condition score of ‘moderate’ compared
to ‘poor’ for the existing planting.
WARWICKSHIRE METHOD
7.13 Version 19.1 of the Warwickshire Method12 was used, as per the validation requirements. Key
points of the calculations (Table 6) are:
•

The pre-development vegetation is divided into the categories of ‘Other: Introduced
Shrub’ and ‘Built Environment: Gardens (lawns and planting)’, but in practice other
reasonable categories score the same in terms of ‘distinctiveness’ and ‘condition’

•

Six London planes south of the Agora Centre are not included in the calculations as
they are set within hardstanding.

10

Hodge, S.J. (1991). Urban Street Trees: A Survey of Urban Street Trees in Britain. Forestry
Commission Bulleting 99. HMSO, London. Available from:
https://www.forestresearch.gov.uk/research/archive-urban-trees-a-survey-of-street-trees-in-britain/
11

The value is rounded by the Metric.

12

Warwickshire County Council (2019, February) Biodiversity Offsetting. Biodiversity Impact
Assessment Calculator v19.1. Available from: https://www.warwickshire.gov.uk/biodiversityoffsetting
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•

The landscaping within the completed scheme Gardens (lawns and planting) will be of
higher quality that the existing planting, with a condition score of 2 versus the current
score of 1. The timeframe to reach this condition is 3 years. These are considered to
be robust assumptions.

Table 6. Summary of Warwickshire Method calculations. For simplicity, since all existing habitat is lost,
the retained and enhanced areas are not shown.
Habitat
Area
Distinctiveness Condition
Habitat units lost
(ha)
(Area x Distinctiveness x
Condition)
Pre-development
Introduced shrub
Gardens
planting)

(lawns

and

Hardstanding

0.10

2 (low)

1 (poor)

0.2

0.01

2 (low)

1 (poor)

0.02

1.20

0 (none)

1 (poor)

0

Habitat Impact Score

0.22

Post-Development
Introduced shrub
Gardens
planting)

(lawns

Hardstanding

and

0

-

-

0.12

2 (low)

2 (moderate)
3 years
target

1.19

0 (none)

0.44

to

1 (none)

Habitat Mitigation Score

0
0.44

7.14 The change in Habitat Biodiversity Units is +0.22. Although it is explicitly thought the London
planes set within hardstanding should not be included in the calculations, as they are of
negligible ecological value, their inclusion as 0.0123ha of additional ornamental shrub
increases the [existing/proposed] Habitat Impact Score by 0.02.
7.15 In summary, using the Warwickshire Method and robust assumptions the net change in
Habitat Biodiversity Units is +0.22, equivalent to 100%.
DEFRA METRIC
7.16 The DEFRA Metric (release 2.0, Beta Test, December 2019) 13 differs from the Warwickshire
Method in that it includes factors such as ecological connectivity and strategic significance,
among others.
7.17 The categories within the DEFRA Metric (Table 7) are also more detailed than within the
Warwickshire Method. In some instances, an urban site is classed as a mosaic of hardstanding
and vegetation (with assumed proportions of each), but as it is possible to measure the postdevelopment vegetation areas the actual areas are used in preference here. Also, the
categories chosen are subjective, and there are alternatives, but any reasonable alternative

13

Natural England (2019) The Biodiversity Metric 2.0. Auditing and Accounting for Biodiversity. User
Guide. Beta Version. Natural England, Sheffield.
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categories do not alter the final conclusion. For example, ‘Urban – Amenity Grassland’ has
the same score as ‘Urban – Vacant/ Derelict land/ Bare ground’ (a distinctiveness score of 2).
7.18 Within the post-development categories, the option of ‘Urban – Vegetated Garden’ is explicitly
not selected as this is only allowed a condition score of ‘poor’, which is considered to be far
less than what is intended. As such the final category used is ‘Ornamental Shrub’ with a
condition score of ‘moderate’
7.19 Also, as commented on above, the London planes are treated as street trees and the loss of
three by Block F (and retention of the other three) is included in the calculations even though
they are considered to be negligible value and their loss of minimal significance in practical
biodiversity terms.
Table 7. Summary of DEFRA Metric calculations.
Area
Distinctiveness
(ha)

Condition

Area
(ha)

lost

Units

Pre-development
Urban – Street tree

0.02

2 (low)

2
(moderate)

0.01

0.08

Urban – Introduced shrub

0.10

2 (low)

1 (poor)

0.10

0.20

Urban – Vacant /derelict /bare
ground

0.01

2 (low)

1 (poor)

0.01

0.02

Urban – Developed land; sealed
surface

1.176

0 (very low)

N/a

1.176

0

Baseline units

-

0.30

Post-Development
Introduced shrub

0.12

2 (low)

2
(moderate)

-

0.46

Urban – Developed land; sealed
surface

1.19

0 (very low)

1 (none)

-

0

Total units delivered

-

0.46

Total units retained

-

0.04

Total Units within completed scheme

-

0.50

7.20 Thus, using the DEFRA Metric the pre-development Habitats Units are 0.30 (of which all but
the street trees, 0.04, are lost), and the on-Site post-development score is 0.50 Habitat Units
(of which 0.46 are delivered and 0.04 are retained). This is a net gain of +0.20 and represents
a net change of +68%.
CONCLUSIONS
7.21 Using the Warwickshire Method, the net gain is 118%, and using the DEFRA Metric the net
gain is +68%. It can be concluded that the scheme delivers a substantial net enhancement.
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8. Discussion
EVALUATION
8.1

The Site is considered to be of very low intrinsic ecological value:
•

Bat roosts are concluded to be absent and the level of bat foraging activity is very low
and probably mostly within nearby areas rather than the Site itself. Other than for
nesting birds, other protected species and species of conservation concern are scoped
out.

•

The vegetation comprises a substantial non-native component and lacks additional
value such as nesting cavities within trees.

IMPACTS: DESIGNATED SITES
8.2

The nearest designated site is a Wildlife Corridor along a railway corridor >200m to the east,
and separated from the Site by roads and buildings. Any noise or associated disturbance are
very unlikely to impact the corridor and are assessed as negligible.
IMPACTS: HABITATS AND SPECIES

8.3

Given that roosts are absent and most other species of conservation concern are scoped out,
it is concluded that the impacts of the scheme are of negligible significance to on-Site ecology.
Any off-Site disturbance from lighting and noise are likely to be absolutely and relatively minor,
given the urban character of the surrounding area, with mitigation of noise and dust likely to
be required irrespective of any ecological sensitivities in the local area. Off-Site impacts to
habitats and species are also assessed as negligible.
MITIGATION DURING WORKS

8.4

Both roosting bats and nesting birds are considered to be absent from the Agora Centre itself,
but the areas of shrubs are potentially used by a small assemblage of nesting birds. As
mitigation:
•

Nesting birds. Both the clearance of vegetation and also the start of demolition of the
Agora Centre (as a precautionary measure despite the assessed absence of nests)
should avoid the nesting bird season (which runs from March – August) or otherwise
follow an inspection to confirm the absence of nesting birds. This inspection may be
undertaken by the works gang.

•

Bats. The risk of bats roosts being present is considered to be negligible and specific
working methods with respect to bats are not required. However, in the very unlikely
event of bats being found then works should cease and advice sought.

RE-SURVEY
8.5

If the start of works is delayed beyond August 2022 then it is recommended that the Agora
Centre is re-surveyed to allow for the possibility of bats having established roosts in the
intervening period.
ENHANCEMENT
Landscaping

8.6

The landscaping proposals for the scheme have been developed in conjunction with the
designers, Urbed, and are described in greater detail within the landscaping documents.

8.7

Biodiversity net enhancement. As assessed the net change in biodiversity units is positive,
with a substantial net gain of at least 68%. This is based on a small increase in the area of
soft landscaping but largely driven by its higher quality. This higher quality will be achieved
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through the use of native species and other planting of recognised value for wildlife. The
landscaping areas are divided between seven main areas, as shown in Figure 5.
Figure 5. Landscaping within the scheme.

8.8

The actual components of the landscaping are:
•

Tree planting, which will include species able to provide resources for the insect prey
of bats and also most birds (noting that insects are a critical and limiting resources for
chicks and fledglings). Planting will be included as street trees and within the public
realm, and within private back gardens as fruit trees. The tree planting strategy
includes some species of high value for insect prey, notably silver birch Betula pendula,
oak Quercus robur fastigiata, field maple Acer campestre ‘Streetwise’ and Carpinus
betulinus ‘Fans Fontaine’. Good blossom species comprise pear Pyrus calleryana,
crab apple Malus baccata and cherries Prunus sargentii and P amanogawa.

•

Shrubs and herb planting, which will include species that provide a good resource for
pollinators such as bees and wasps, with a blossom sequence from spring to autumn.
Key areas for such planting are the boundaries of properties, communal garden areas,
public realm and SUDS. The planting includes wildflower sward, perennial herbs and
grasses and shrubs. Not all the included species are natives and some do not
necessarily provide blossom, but these additional species have ancillary benefits such
as year-round cover for birds, e.g. Prunus lusitanica.

Nesting Boxes
8.9

As additional measures for biodiversity enhancement (see Figure 5 above):
•

Swift boxes will be included, as nine boxes divided between Blocks B, C and D.

•

Bee bricks in the communal gardens of Blocks B, C and D. These are innovative
features which provide nesting tunnels for solitary bees and bricks, and will be built
into the sides of raised beds.

Lighting
8.10 The lighting strategy will limit vertical spill onto trees across the Site, through a combination of
appropriate lighting columns and cowls.
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9. Conclusions
9.1

The nearest designated site is ~260m to the east: a non-statutory Wildlife Corridor located
along and adjacent to a railway line. There are no statutory sites within 2km.

9.2

The Site is considered to be of very low ecological value. The Agora Centre is located in an
urban town centre in Wolverton and was constructed in the 1970s. The vegetation in the car
park comprises ornamental beds with a substantial non-native component, and the trees lack
additional value such as cavities. Bat roosts are absent from the Agora Centre itself, as
determined by direct surveys, and the on-Site trees have negligible roost potential.

9.3

The only protected species scoped in are nesting birds within the shrub areas, and a very low
level of foraging bat activity.

9.4

In terms of mitigation:
•

Nesting birds. Both the clearance of vegetation and also the start of demolition of the
Agora Centre (as a precautionary measure, despite the assumed absence of nesting
birds) should avoid the nesting bird season (which runs from March – August) or
otherwise follow an inspection to confirm the absence of nesting birds. This inspection
may be undertaken by the works gang.

•

Bats. The risk of bats roosts being present is considered to be negligible and specific
working methods with respect to bats are not required. However, in the very unlikely
event of bats being found then works should cease and advice sought.

9.5

A requirement of Policy NE3: Biodiversity and Ecological Enhancement is for the use a
‘Biodiversity Impact Assessment Metric’ to demonstrate any loss or gain of biodiversity. Two
metrics are used for comparison and both show substantial net gains as determined by
habitat-based units, of 68% (DEFRA metric) and 100% (Warwickshire Method). The gains are
achieved through a slight increase in the area of vegetation, but with the main driver being the
greater ecological value of the vegetation within the completed scheme.

9.6

The enhancements within the scheme therefore comprise high quality soft landscaping using
native species or species of recognised wildlife value. This includes new trees, shrubs, and
perennial herbs and grasses. Also, as additional measures not considered by the metrics, are
the inclusion of swift boxes and bee nesting bricks.

9.7

In summary, the Site is considered to be of very low ecological value, bat roosts are absent
and the only protected species or species of conservation concern scoped in are nesting birds
and foraging bats in very low numbers. The scheme will deliver net enhancement, as
determined by the extent and quality of soft landscaping and through the provision of nest
boxes and bee bricks.

Page | 18
Agora Centre, Wolverton: Ecology Assessment

10. Appendix 1: Photographs
Figure 6. Agora Centre:
south elevation.

Figure 7. Agora Centre:
east elevation.
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Figure 8. Agora Centre:
West elevation.

Figure 9. View across the
car park from the west.

Figure 10. Dense shrubs
along the south boundary.
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Figure 11. Trees within an
ornamental bed with grass
understorey.

Figure 12. Trees within an
ornamental bed with a shrub
understorey.

Page | 21
Agora Centre, Wolverton: Ecology Assessment

11. Appendix 2: Legislation
Non-technical account of relevant legislation and policies.
Species
Bats:
European
protected
species

Legislation
Conservation of
Habitats and
Species
Regulations
2017 Reg 41

Bats:
National
protection

Wildlife and
Countryside Act
1981 (as
amended) S.9

Birds

Wildlife and
Countryside Act
1981 (as
amended) S.1

Great crested
newt:
European
protected
species

Conservation of
Habitats and
Species
Regulations
2017 Reg 41

Great crested
newt:
National
protection
Local Wildlife
Sites and
related sites in
the Milton
Keynes area,
such as
Wildlife
Corridors

Wildlife and
Countryside Act
1981 (as
amended) S.9
There is no
statutory
designation for
local sites.

Offence
Deliberately capture, injure or kill
a bat; deliberate disturbance of
bats; or damage or destroy a
breeding site or resting place
used by a bat. [The protection of
bat roosts is considered to apply
regardless of whether bats are
present.]
Intentionally or recklessly obstruct
access to any structure or place
used for shelter or protection or
disturb a bat in such a place.

Intentionally kill, injure or take any
wild bird; intentionally take,
damage or destroy the nest of
any wild bird while that nest is in
use or being built. Intentionally or
recklessly disturb a Schedule 1
species while it is building a nest
or is in, on or near a nest
containing eggs or young;
intentionally or recklessly disturb
dependent young of such a
species [e.g. kingfisher].
Deliberately capture, injure or kill
a great crested newt; deliberate
disturbance of a great crested
newt; deliberately take or destroy
its eggs; or damage or destroy a
breeding site or resting place
used by a great crested newt.
Intentionally or recklessly obstruct
access to any structure or place
used for shelter or protection or
disturb it in such a place.
Local sites are given protection
through policies in the Local
Development Plan.

Licensing
A Natural England (NE)
licence in respect of
development is required.

Licence from NE is
required for surveys
(scientific purposes) that
would involve disturbance
of bats or entering a
known or suspected roost
site.
No licences are available
to disturb any birds in
regard to development.

Licences issued for
development by Natural
England.

A licence is required from
Natural England for
surveying and handling.
Development proposals
that would potentially
affect a local site would
need to provide a detailed
justification for the work,
an assessment of likely
impacts, together with
proposals for mitigation
and restoration of habitats
lost or damaged.
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