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Main Lake, Paddy’s Pool and Dragonfly Walk
Habitat Improvements
Ecological Assessment
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1 Summary
The purpose of the report is to assess the current ecological features and their importance in relation to
the proposed habitat improvement works that are primarily aimed at further improving the site
significantly across a number of areas of the site for a range of key species present.
This report provides the supporting evidence to show that the proposed habitat enhancement
landscaping works will not have an adverse effect during the works and to show that the works
themselves will have a net positive effect on the ecology of the site once completed.
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2 Introduction
2.1 Site description
RSPB’s Saltholme nature reserve makes up part of the Teesmouth and Cleveland Coast Special
Protection Area (SPA), Ramsar site and Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). It also contains part of
the Teesmouth and Cleveland Coast Potential Special Protection Area (pSPA – pending consultation
outcome)1 . The RSPB’s main focus in managing the site is for the habitats within the designated and
non-designated elements, along with the species these habitats support. Given the condition of the
wider countryside in its limited ability to support large numbers of priority species, along with the
challenges from development that threaten areas of semi natural habitat, our primary objective from
managing sites like RSPB Saltholme is to maximise ecological outcomes for the key species and habitats
represented.

2.2 Overarching objectives
Even though the sections of RSPB Saltholme within the above designated sites (i.e. under our control)
are in favourable statutory condition, we have undertaken an ecological review of RSPB Saltholme to
identify where parts of the reserve are delivering above and beyond basic favourable condition
quality and to identify those areas that could deliver more. We wish to ensure all parts of the site are
maximising ecological delivery for designated features, habitats and species they support along with
a range of other species currently using the site. Within the review process we have identified several
areas within the site that can deliver more for a range of species through modest changes in
landscaping or hydrological control. The key objective of this application is enhancing RSPB Saltholme
for both designated and protected species and habitats along with a range of priority non-designated
features and section 41 species.
The plan aims to significantly enhance the habitat conditions across areas of the site for a range of key
species present and to enhance the wildlife experience for visitors to inspire them to value and protect
wildlife. The proposed work will be phased over a number of years to allow us to effectively minimise
any potential disturbance (compared to all works being carried out at site time) to breeding birds,
wintering waterfowl, and those other protected species present.
Phase 1 works (Stockton-on-Tees Borough Council planning reference 17/0696/FUL permitted August
11th 2017) were completed in 2018 with excellent results. The ecological benefits of the Phase 1 works
are already being seen on the ground.
This present application is to cover works associated with Phase 2 within the yellow area depicted in
Figure 1.
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The SPA and Ramsar designations cover the same physical areas, the pSPA additions include an extension to the
Ramsar site
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Figure 2.2.1 - Saltholme Project Phases

Figure 2.2.2 - RSPB Saltholme Phase 2 Site Locations

2.3 Summary of Phase 2 works
Following on from the successful Phase 1 works; Phase 2 will further enhance wet grassland and shallow
lagoon features alongside the creation and improvement of ephemeral ponds and invertebrate habitat.
The works are designed for the benefit of a range of SSSI and SPA features; most notably breeding
common tern sterna hirundo and pied avocet Recurvirostra avosetta, wintering wildfowl and waders
alongside locally scare invertebrate species such as dragonfly.
The three primary aspects of the phase 2 works are summarised below and detailed in appendix 2.3 and
map 2.3.2;
A) Dragonfly Walk (see appendix 2.3 for further details and design plans2)
1. The existing network of pools parallel to the current visitor path will be enhanced
2. New pools will be excavated to varying depths up to 1.65m with shallow edge profiles suitable
for the colonisation of emergent and aquatic vegetation. The network of pools will be
interconnected but designed in such a way as to allow certain pools to behave ephemerally,
drying out at the end of summer to benefit invertebrate species, particularly dragonfly.
Excavated materials with an approximate volume of 8900 cubic metres will be re-used for
habitat improvements elsewhere on site (B & C)
3. Upgrade of c.235m of existing path and creation of 350m of new paths. All new footpaths will be
DDA compliant. A mix of site furniture including tactile seating, picnic tables and a viewing
screen is proposed to enhance the visitor experience offer within the Dragonfly walk corridor.
4. Construction of c.150m of boardwalk across and around the new pools to link paths, better
manage visitor access to prevent disturbance and trampling and create a more immersive visitor
experience.
B) Main Lake
1. Enhancement of existing common tern nesting islands by lowering islands and varying
topography, creation of a shallower edge gradient and increasing total available nesting area.
2. Addition of new common tern nesting islands in Main lake using excavation spoil from new
Dragonfly walk ponds (A). New islands will be sited and profiled to best suit the nesting
preferences of the existing common tern colony.
3. Current “hard” pool edges to be naturalised and softened using excavation spoil from Dragonfly
walk ponds (A). Spoil will be sited to provide a more varied and diverse pool edge and
underwater topography to benefit macrophytes and emergent/aquatic vegetation. Submerged
berms and reefs will also reduce wave action and limit potential for bank erosion in addition to
creating more feeding opportunities for wintering waders and wildfowl.
4. Repair of existing sluice to improve flexibility of water control within the pool.
C) Paddy’s Pool
1. Enhancement of existing common tern islands in similar manner to Main lake islands.
2. Addition of new nesting islands using excavation spoil from Dragonfly walk (A). New islands will
be sited and profiled to best suit nesting preferences of existing common tern colony.
3. Southern edge of the pool to be softened and naturalised using excavated spoil. The raised
“hump” on the southern bank of the pool to be moved to create shallower conditions more
suitable for invertebrate prey of feeding wintering waders and wildfowl.
4. Installation of a new sluice structure to improve the flexibility of water control within the pool.
This sluice will allow a late summer draw-down and circumvent the existing sluices that drain to
the wet grassland area adjacent.
2

Strand A Dragonfly Walk design plans are included as an appendix due to issues with formatting and file size
preventing inclusion within this document.

2.3.1 Schedule of works
Work strand

Earliest start date

Latest completion date

A) Dragonfly walk

01/07/2019

01/10/2019

B) Main lake

15/08/2019

01/10/2019

C) Paddy’s pool

15/08/2019

01/10/2019

Exceptions;
The works on Main lake and Paddy’s pool have been purposefully scheduled to start after the 15th August
in consideration of species with longer fledging periods such as common tern. If any common tern
fledglings are still present on the site after the 15th then works will be delayed until they have successfully
fledged. Pied avocet breed on the wet grassland area to the south of Paddy’s Pool and in some cases
utilise the pool for natal feeding and roosting. As with common tern, if any avocet fledglings are still
present on or adjacent to the work sites after 15th August works will be delayed until after fledging.
As a further precaution, prior to any works commencing the phase 2 site will be subject to a detailed
walkover survey by a suitably experienced RSPB site staff or an ecologist to ensure there are no active
nests. The schedule of works is deliberately outside of the core breeding season so finding active nests is
considered unlikely however; it is deemed to be appropriate given the importance of the site.

Figure 2.3.2 – Proposed Ecological enhancement works – Paddy’s Pool and Main lake
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2.4 Current Application in Relation to Planning Policy
2.4.1

National Planning Policy Framework (2019 revision)

The quoted sections from the 2019 revised NPPF3 is taken from s11. Conserving and enhancing the
natural environment. The sections in bold are of relevance to the proposed works as the proposals
outlined in 2.3 are wholly designed to better manage and further enhance biodiversity at RSPB
Saltholme as well as further contribute to the favourable status of protected features.
170. Planning policies and decisions should contribute to and enhance the natural and local environment by:
a) protecting and enhancing valued landscapes, sites of biodiversity or geological value and soils (in a manner
commensurate with their statutory status or identified quality in the development plan);
b) recognising the intrinsic character and beauty of the countryside, and the wider benefits from natural capital and
ecosystem services – including the economic and other benefits of the best and most versatile agricultural land, and of
trees and woodland;
c) maintaining the character of the undeveloped coast, while improving public access to it where appropriate;
d) minimising impacts on and providing net gains for biodiversity, including by establishing coherent ecological
networks that are more resilient to current and future pressures;
e) preventing new and existing development from contributing to, being put at unacceptable risk from, or being
adversely affected by, unacceptable levels of soil, air, water or noise pollution or land instability. Development should,
wherever possible, help to improve local environmental conditions such as air and water quality, taking into account
relevant information such as river basin management plans; and
f) remediating and mitigating despoiled, degraded, derelict, contaminated and unstable land, where appropriate.
175. When determining planning applications, local planning authorities should apply the following principles:
a) if significant harm to biodiversity resulting from a development cannot be avoided (through locating on an alternative
site with less harmful impacts), adequately mitigated, or, as a last resort, compensated for, then planning permission
should be refused;
b) development on land within or outside a Site of Special Scientific Interest, and which is likely to have an adverse
effect on it (either individually or in combination with other developments), should not normally be permitted. The
only exception is where the benefits of the development in the location proposed clearly outweigh both its likely impact
on the features of the site that make it of special scientific interest, and any broader impacts on the national network
of Sites of Special Scientific Interest;
c) development resulting in the loss or deterioration of irreplaceable habitats (such as ancient woodland and ancient
or veteran trees) should be refused, unless there are wholly exceptional reasons and a suitable compensation strategy
exists; and
d) development whose primary objective is to conserve or enhance biodiversity should be supported; while
opportunities to incorporate biodiversity improvements in and around developments should be encouraged,
especially where this can secure measurable net gains for biodiversity.

3

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/779764/NPPF_Feb
_2019_web.pdf
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2.4.2 Stockton-on-Tees Green Infrastructure Strategy (November 2011)
The following strategic objectives below are relevant to the proposed works; more specifically,
by improving one of the boroughs designated wildlife sites and extending/enhancing priority
habitats the works strongly contribute to strategic objective f). The proposed phase 2 works will
also enhance the visitor offer available at RSPB Saltholme and so contribute to strategic
objective d).
Strategic Objective f) Increasing biodiversity and conserving other natural resources
What we need to do
• Contribute towards targets for locally occurring priority habitats and species identified in the Tees
Valley Biodiversity Action Plan. This includes measures which reduce habitat fragmentation; for example, through the
creation, extension and restoration of priority wildlife habitats, and maintaining a network of wildlife corridors in urban
and rural areas.
• Conserve and enhance the Borough’s designated wildlife and geological sites through the
implementation of agreed management plans.
• Highlight the wildlife value of non-designated sites, including current and post-industrial sites, business premises,
farmland, private gardens and urban open space, and encourage measures which conserve and enhance biodiversity.
Strategic Objective d) Promoting leisure and tourism
Why is it important?
3.12 Over the past decade tourism has proved a growth area for the Tees Valley and continues to make
an important contribution to economic regeneration. The outdoors represents an important part of the tourism offer
and, as demonstrated by RSPB Saltholme, has the potential to create new jobs and generate business for local service
providers. In addition, research has shown that different forms of outdoor recreation already constitute the most
popular form of leisure activity amongst local residents.
What we need to do
• Develop and promote key areas as destinations for nature/activitybased tourism and recreation,
utilising existing sites as ‘hubs’, enhancing connectivity and improving facilities for visitors:
• River Tees Corridor – providing greater opportunities for land and river-based recreation, including the delivery of the
River Tees Heritage Park and the further development of sport and leisure facilities at locations such as the Tees Barrage.
• North Tees area – incorporating RSPB Saltholme, sites such as Teesmouth National Nature Reserve, Cowpen Bewley
Woodland Park and Charlton’s Pond. This area offers great opportunities for nature- based tourism and recreation.
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3 Assessment Methods
3.1 Introduction
RSPB has been managing the Saltholme site since 2006 with many staff and volunteers systematically
recording and monitoring a large variety of wildlife taxa and habitats. The RSPB Saltholme team over
that time has developed an in depth, well evidenced knowledge and understanding of the site and
its ecology.

3.2 Legislation and Planning Policy
3.2.1 Legislation
The ecological assessment has taken account of the following legislation:
-

European Directive on the Conservation of Wild Birds (Directive 2009/147/EC), hereafter
referred to as the Birds Directive;
European Directive on the Conservation of Natural Habitats and Wild Fauna and Flora
(Directive92/43/EC), hereafter referred to as the Habitats Directive;
Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2010 (as amended (JNCC
2016);
The Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981, as amended by the Countryside Rights of Way (CRoW)
Act 2000, provides protection to a range of species and habitats;
Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act
2006.

3.2.2 Planning Policy
The strategic policy frameworks considered and noted in section 2.4 above are:
-

National Planning Policy framework 2012 (2019 revision4)
UK and Local Biodiversity Action plan
Stockton on Tees Local plan policies relevant to natural heritage and sustainable development

3.3 Methods of Assessment
The criteria, based on the ecological impact assessment guidelines from the Chartered Institute of Ecology
and Environmental Management (CIEEM, 20165), was as follows:
-

Determine the nature conservation value/sensitivity of the ecological interests present
within the study area;
Identify the potential effects based on the nature of the proposed works including the duration,
timing scale and area affected at any given time;
Identify any mitigation measures proposed to address any adverse effects; and
Determine the level (and hence significance) of any residual effects once the benefits of the
prescribed mitigation measures have been assessed

4
5

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/779764/NPPF_Feb_2019_web.pdf
https://cieem.net/data/files/Publications/EcIA_Guidelines_Terrestrial_Freshwater_and_Coastal_Jan_2016.pdf
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3.3.1 Survey schedules
Consideration
SPA non-breeding
features (the birds
directive), including SSSI
non-breeding bird
features (WACA)
SPA breeding features
(birds directive), including
SSSI breeding bird
features (WACA)
SSSI breeding birds
assemblage feature
(WACA)
SSSI habitat features (sand
dune, saltmarsh)

Assessment mechanism
Non-breeding bird survey
of Phase 2 site and
potentially affected
adjacent land

Methodology
7 visit Compartmentalised
vantage point survey

Duration
September 2017 –
February 2018

Count of apparently
occupied nests (Common
tern), modified O’Brien &
Smith (Avocet)
Minimum 6 visit modified
Common Bird Census
(CBC)
Phase 1 habitat survey

Spring/Summer 2017 &
2018

Specialist invertebrate
habitat assessment
walkover survey

May 2014

S41 Amphibian species

Species specific bird
survey of Phase 2 site and
potentially affected
adjacent land
General breeding bird
survey of Phase 2 site and
potentially affected land
Assessment of habitat
type on Phase 2 site and
surrounding area
Invertebrate habitat
assessment of Phase 2 site
and potentially affected
adjacent land
Suitable amphibian survey

August 2017

S41 Bats

Suitable survey

S41 Mammals (Fox,
Badger, Otter)

Suitable survey

S41 Water Vole

Suitable survey

Other S41 species

Suitable survey

Desk based data search
for historical amphibian
records, Great-crestednewt habitat suitability
assessment and survey
performed by licenced
surveyor
Desk based search for
historical records
Desk based search for
historical records, direct
and indirect walkover
survey of site
Survey meeting
requirements set out in
“Water vole mitigation
handbook”
Desk based search for
historical records

SSSI Invertebrate
assemblage (sand dunes)

13

Spring/Summer 2017 &
2018
January 2017

December 2016
July 2017

July 2017

December 2016

4 Ecology – Habitats & Species
4.1 Introduction
RSPB has been managing the Saltholme site since 2006 with a large number of staff and volunteers
systematically recording a large variety of wildlife taxa over that time building up a comprehensive
knowledge of the species present and the area’s most important for them. A dedicated reserve
wardening team with many years’ experience routinely carries out survey and monitoring work on
habitats and species across the site. Dean Heward a member of this team has previously worked as an
ecological consultant undertaking and writing up a variety of species and habitat surveys including
water vole and great crested newt survey and has a Great Crested Newt licence (GCN licence no. 201517888-CLS-CLS)

4.2 Designations
RSPB’s Saltholme nature reserve makes up part of the Teesmouth and Cleveland Coast Special
Protection Area (SPA), Ramsar site and Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) it also contains
part of the Teesmouth and Cleveland Coast Potential Special Protection Area (pSPA – pending
consultation outcome)
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Figure 4.2a SPA/pSPA location map (Ramsar boundary fits within and (pending consultation) will be identical to pSPA boundary so is not included here)

Figure 4.2b SSSI location map

4.3 Habitats
A Phase 1 Habitat Survey was undertaken and mapped during 2017 this identifies improved grassland
and eutrophic standing water as the dominant habitat types within the project phase 1 area. These
habitats tend to support the majority of the designated features on the site when managed well by
grazing and water level management. Wet features within the improved grassland are important
features for key SPA features such as wintering wildfowl and also for key SSSI features such as breeding
waders. Currently there are few such features within the grassland area which provides the opportunity
to improve the habitat by undertaking the enhancement works.
4.3.1 Phase 1 Habitat Survey
A Phase 1 Habitat Survey of RSPB managed land encompassing OS Grid squares NZ4921, NZ4922,
NZ4923, NZ5021, NZ5022 and NZ5023 was undertaken by Adam Jones on 5th January
2017. The survey was completed on foot in good weather conditions.
(survey notes)
Improved grassland which surrounded a number of water bodies is grazed by cattle and sheep as part of a
carefully managed grazing regime. Characteristic plant species of improved grassland were recorded
including common nettle Urtica diocia and creeping thistle Cirsium palustre.
An area known as the Central Wet Grassland (NZ498226) consists of improved grassland which is flooded
during the winter with a gradual water drawdown implemented during the spring. Surface water is
restricted to three main drains by late August. The area is surrounded by an electric predator exclusion
fence. Breeding avocet Recurvirostra avosetta, lapwing Vanellus vanellus and redshank Tringa tetanus have
been recorded in this area.
Four permanent water bodies were located within the survey area, the Main Lake (NZ501230), Paddy’s Pool
(NZ500227), Back Saltholme (NZ503223) and Saltholme West (NZ506226). An additional temporary pool
was located at NZ500220. The permanent waterbodies all held small patches of marginal vegetation
dominated by three species, common reed Phragmites australis, bulrush Typha latifolia and sea club-rush
Bolboschoenus maritimus. The Main Lake, Paddy’s Pool and Back Saltholme contained islands which are
used by black-headed gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus and common tern Sterna hirundo for nesting.
Drainage ditches and the Holme Fleet frequently contained marginal vegetation dominated by four species,
common reed Phragmites australis, bulrush Typha latifolia, sea club-rush Bolboschoenus maritimus and
reed sweet grass Glyceria maxima.
The water bodies and grassland support thousands of wintering wildfowl and waders during the winter
months.
A small number of trees were located along the eastern edge of the Main Lake including a copse next to the
RSPB Visitor Centre. A defunct hawthorn Crataegus monogyna hedge runs parallel to the western and
northern shores of the Main Lake.
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Figure 4.3.2 – Phase 1 Habitat Map (2017)

4.3.3 Phase 1 survey Target notes
Stop
1

Location
NZ497221

2
3

NZ498222
NZ498226

4

NZ498228

5
6
7
8
9
10

NZ498229
NZ499230
NZ499231
NZ500222
NZ500227
NZ500229

11
12

NZ500231
NZ501227

13

NZ501228

14

NZ501231

15
16
17

NZ501231
NZ502225
NZ502230

18

NZ502230

19
20

NZ502231
NZ503224

21

NZ503225

22

NZ503226

23
24
25
26
27

NZ503228
NZ503230
NZ503230
NZ504220
NZ504225

28

NZ504228

29
30
31

NZ506222
NZ506225
NZ507228

Target note
Marginal vegetation dominated by common reed Phragmites australis and bulrush
Typha latifolia.
Marginal vegetation dominated by sea club-rush Bolboschoenus maritimus.
Central Wet Grassland. Improved grassland grazed with cattle and sheep. Area flooded
during the winter with gradual water drawdown during the spring. Water restricted to
drains by late August. Area surrounded by electric predator exclusion fence. Breeding
avocet Recurvirostra avosetta, lapwing Vanellus vanellus and redshank Tringa totanus.
Improved grassland grazed with cattle and sheep. Area flooded during the winter with
gradual water drawdown during the spring. Water restricted to drains by late August.
Breeding lapwing Vanellus vanellus.
Marginal vegetation dominated by Bulrush Typha latifolia.
Barn Owl Nest Box
Barn Owl Nest Box
Marginal vegetation dominated by sea club-rush Bolboschoenus maritimus.
Marginal vegetation dominated by common reed Phragmites australis.
Marginal vegetation dominated by reed sweet grass Glyceria maxima. Small hawthorn
Crataegus monogyna scattered along bankside.
Marginal vegetation dominated by common reed Phragmites australis.
Paddy’s Pool Island. Dressed with cockle shell. Breeding black-headed gull.
Chroicocephalus ridibundus and common tern Sterna hirundo.
Marginal vegetation dominated by common reed Phragmitesn australis and bulrush
Typha latifolia.
Fifteen small trees. Ash Fraxinus excelsior, sycamore Acer pseudoplatanus and alder
Alnus glutinosa.
Marginal vegetation dominated by common reed Phragmites australis.
Marginal vegetation dominated by reed sweet grass Glyceria maxima.
Main Lake Islands. Dressed with cockle shell. Breeding black-headed gull
Chroicocephalus ridibundus and common tern Sterna hirundo.
Small copse. Sycamore Acer pseudoplatanus, black poplar Populus nigra, hawthorn
Crataegus monogyna and elder Sambucus nigra.
Artificial sand martin Riparia riparia nesting bank.
Back Saltholme Island. Dressed with cockle shell. Breeding black-headed gull
Chroicocephalus ridibundus.
Marginal vegetation dominated by common reed Phragmites australis and sea clubrush Bolboschoenus maritimus.
Dragonfly Ponds. Three ponds managed for odonata species. Marginal vegetation
dominated by common reed Phragmites australis, bulrush Typha latifolia and sea clubrush Bolboschoenus maritimus. Common stonewort Chara vulgaris (var papillata) and
opposite stonewort Chara contraria present.
Small area of bramble Rubus fruticosus.
Artificial kingfisher Alcedo atthis nesting bank.
Marginal vegetation dominated by common reed Phragmites australis.
Marginal vegetation dominated by sea club-rush Bolboschoenus maritimus.
Marginal vegetation dominated by common reed Phragmites australis and sea clubrush Bolboschoenus maritimus.
Marginal vegetation dominated by sea club-rush Bolboschoenus maritimus. Small
hawthorn Crataegus monogyna scattered alongside drain.
Marginal vegetation dominated by sea club-rush Bolboschoenus maritimus.
Marginal vegetation dominated by sea club-rush Bolboschoenus maritimus.
Marginal vegetation dominated by sea club-rush Bolboschoenus maritimus. Small
isolated willow Salix sp.
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4.3.4 Enhancements and Mitigation
Based on survey information and knowledge of the site, it is considered that the works will have an
overall positive impact on habitats available for wildlife at the site by
-

Improving the diversity of SPA supporting habitats within the grassland by increasing the
number and extent of wet features such as ponds, scrapes and pools.
Improving the pool edges by shallowing out steep edges and naturalising currently linear profiles
Improving the underwater topographic variety on the bed of the pool, creating more habitat
niches for aquatic invertebrates and feeding opportunities for wintering waders and wildfowl.
Increasing nesting opportunities for ground nesting species such as common tern and avocet by
creating new suitable island habitat within the existing pool network.
Increasing the quality of secondary habitats such as the emphermal ponds and rough grassland
within the Dragonfly Walk corridor to improve conditions for S41 species (amphibians) in
addition to general biodiversity across the site

Carrying out the works in the July to October period (see works schedule in 2.3.1) ensures that
potential damage to habitats from machinery movements are minimised as the work is carried out
during the normal draw down period for the pool complex so the site is at its driest and most robust.
It will also allow easier access for machinery with the drier conditions limiting the risk of ground
compaction and rutting.
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4.4 Species - Birds
4.4.1

pSPA Breeding birds

The conservation of the SPA (and pSPA) feature birds at RSPB Saltholme is a priority for the RSPB. The
proposed work is being phased to reduce the potential risk of disturbance to birds yet enhance both
breeding and wintering habitats for key species.
As per NPPF guidance (paragraph 176 NPPF 2019 revision), pSPA’s are given the same protection as
established habitats sites (SPA/SAC). The Teesmouth and Cleveland coast proposed SPA extension (pSPA)
is both larger spatially and includes more features and revised population than the current SPA. Any
assessments appropriate to the phase 2 proposed works will consider fully the pSPA features.
The Phase 2 project area currently supports breeding common tern, one of the three pSPA breeding
features. All breeding common tern at RSPB Saltholme nest on the artificial islands, rafts and platforms
within the network of lagoons. The largest colony groups are on Paddy’s island within Paddy’s Pool and
Main Lake Islands within Main Lake.
Year

Paddy’s
island

Main Lake
Islands

Main lake
rafts

AON (apparently
occupied nests) Total

2011
2012
2013
2014
2015

Back
Saltholme
Pools
32
5
1
0
0

264
316
202
202
82

1
21
93
115
124

27
14

297
342
296
344
220

2016
2017
2018

0
0
0

30
40
48

163
100
145

38
90
99

231
230
292

4.4.1.1 common tern AON (apparently occupied nests) 2011 – 2018 RSPB Saltholme
Discussion
The common tern colony at RSPB Saltholme has fluctuated between c200 and 350 pairs annually and is
considered to be reasonably stable. Currently numbers are limited by availability of suitable habitat. This
can be seen by the rapid colonisation of the rafts in Main Lake from 2014 onwards. The trend is clear; as
suitable nesting area is provided it is rapidly exploited by breeding common tern. The provision of more
islands through the 2nd and 3rd stands of the phase 2 project will undoubtedly show the same trend and
will lead to an overall increase in the size of the common tern colony.
Pied Avocet, the other breeding pSPA feature present at RSPB Saltholme, nests within the wet grassland
area south of the Phase 2 works area. This area will not be directly affected by the works but is still fully
considered through the HRA process due to the proximity to the works site.
Little tern sternula albifrons being a specialist coastal species, do not breed at RSPB Saltholme. The
habitat extent and location are unlikely to ever be suitable for breeding little tern.
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4.4.1.1 Enhancements and Mitigation
The 2nd and 3rd strands of the Phase 2 project involving Main Lake and Paddy’s Pool are aimed wholly at
the improvement and creation of a larger, more diverse and naturalised breeding habitat for common
tern. The island creation works will create an additional c.0.5 hectare of secure, well managed nesting
areas that will contribute further to the integrity of pSPA breeding populations.
The works schedule starts on 15th August at the earliest; after the core breeding season. Prior to any works
commencing, walkover surveys will be carried out to identify any late active nests. In the (very) unlikely
event that active nests are discovered, the works will be appropriately halted and/or rescheduled to
ensure no disturbance to any active nests.
The Dragonfly Walk works will not directly benefit the pSPA features but will benefit general biodiversity
and a suite of s41 species. The Dragonfly Walk corridor is within the pSPA but does not contain supporting
habitats and is considered unsuitable for conversion to supporting habitats. It has been defined as “site
fabric6” by Natural England and we have been reassured this will be included within the supplementary
advice when published. Instead the area is best utilised as habitat for locally scare invertebrates, notably
dragonfly as well as improving the visitor experience without detrimentally impacting or impinging upon
protected features.
4.4.2 Breeding birds (non-pSPA)
RSPB Saltholme is routinely surveyed for breeding birds during the spring/summer as part of the long
running RSPB annual reserves monitoring programme. Surveys are conducted by experienced staff and
survey volunteers using a variety of generic and species specific methodologies set out in the RSPB
“Standard monitoring methods” by Gilbert, Gibbons & Evans.
Breeding bird monitoring at RSPB Saltholme is split into two distinct compartments with each
compartment surveyed a minimum of six times across the spring/summer breeding season (1st April until
15th July). Visits are conducted in fair weather and during times of day when the target species are most
active. The results are mapped, analysed and compiled into the RSPB’s annual reserves monitoring
database.
BBS results for 2017 and 2018 are included within appendix 4.4.2 (Breeding birds).
Discussion
Although common tern and avocet are the main interest features being managed for, locally scarce and
notable species such as gadwall Mareca Strepera and shoveler anas clypeata breed in small numbers on
Main lake and Paddy’s pool. Commoner species such as tufted duck aythya fuligula, mallard anas
platyrhynchos and graylag goose anser anser also breed in reasonable numbers and show good
productivity. The habitats that they exploit; marginal vegetation and pool edge habitats will be improved
and enhanced alongside the main island creation works so will provide a net increase in available habitat
and a small increase in populations and productivity is expected.
4.4.2.1 Enhancements and mitigation
The 2nd and 3rd strands of the phase 2 project; Main Lake and Paddy’s Pool will primarily benefit breeding
common tern. However, there are clear secondary benefits to notable other breeding species currently
6

( taken from a recent Natural England guidance note, and supplied verbatim by T. Charman, NE SSSI responsible Officer):
‘Site-fabric’ is a general term used by Natural England to describe land and/or permanent structures present within a designated site boundary
which are not, and never have been, part of the special interest of a site, nor do they contribute towards supporting a special interest feature of a
site in any way, but which have been unavoidably included within a boundary for convenience or practical reasons. Areas of site-fabric will be
deliberately excluded from condition assessment and will not be expected to make a contribution to the achievement of conservation objectives.
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utilising the site. Softer pool edge profiles and more varied topography will encourage emergent
vegetation to provide additional breeding habitat for duck species. Despite the habitat improvements
being primarily focused on improving habitat condition for pSPA feature common tern, the works will not
be at a detriment to other breeding species on site and will generally enhance the diversity and structure
of habitats present with a wider benefit than simply common tern.
As mentioned above, the works schedule starts on 15th August at the earliest; after the core breeding
season. Prior to any works commencing, walkover surveys will be carried out to identify any late active
nests. In the (very) unlikely event that active nests are discovered, the works will be appropriately halted
and/or rescheduled to ensure no disturbance to any active nests.
Also, with reference to 4.4.1.1 above, the Dragonfly Walk works strand is not intended to directly benefit
bird species but will provide supporting habitat and indirect benefits to commoner less specialist
waterbirds without detrimentally impacting or impinging on protected features.
4.4.3 Wintering birds
The pSPA designation defines the area as part of a wetland of international importance with both nonbreeding and breeding individual species features in addition to a non-breeding assemblage of greater
than 20,000 individual wildfowl and waders. The non-breeding species covered in the designation are Red
Knot caladris canutus, Common Redshank tringa totanus, Ruff philomachus pugnax and Sandwich Tern
Thalasseus sandvicensis. Named species under the wintering assemblage qualifying feature are Eurasian
Wigeon maraca penelope, Gadwall, Northern Shoveler, Northern lapwing vanellus vanellus, Sanderling
caladris alba, Herring Gull larus agentatus and Black-headed Gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus. The area
covered by phase 2 tends not to attract these individual qualifying species with the exception of small
numbers of wintering Redshank, Wigeon and Lapwing. To determine the potential impact of the works on
these SPA features a series of more detailed surveys were carried out over the winter period 2017/2018.
Survey details
Monthly national Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS) counts are carried out by staff on site and feed into the
national British Trust Ornithology (BTO) data for wintering wildfowl and waders. The land to be
surveyed in more detail was split into smaller compartments than those used in the established
monthly WeBS counts at the site. To aid accurate counts, landmarks such as raised tracks and islands
within land parcels were used, when possible, in order to compartmentalise the area. Total survey area
was approx. 60 hectares.
All surveys were undertaken in good weather conditions with high visibility. All wetland birds using the
site (roosting or feeding, not flying over) were counted from fixed vantage points outside of the count
area so as not to cause disturbance. Counts have been conducted at roughly two weekly intervals with
9 surveys between September 2017 and February 2018. A minimum of four and a maximum of six
surveyors (RSPB staff and experienced volunteers) were involved in each count, in order to cover as
much land as possible simultaneously and radios were used for communication between surveyors in
the event of large movements of birds across the sites.
The total number of each different species within each parcel was recorded. Then the total number of
all wetland birds using was calculated and a mean figure produced for each parcel and a mean figure for
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the phase 2 site and immediate periphery. pSPA species were subject to a density calculation to show
how the site is contributing to the overall pSPA population i.e. what proportion of the pSPA population is
utilising the phase 2 site.
Results including nil returns included in appendix 4.4.3 (Wintering birds)
Discussion
The winter survey data from the phase 2 area clearly shows low utilization by almost all non-breeding
species. The exceptions were wigeon (mean of 32.67 individuals), lapwing (mean of 28.19 individuals) and
golden plover (mean of 35.71 individuals). Mean figures for each compartment were consistently below
1 individual and mean individuals per hectare of surveyed area also fell below 1. The mean utilization by
wintering birds across the phase 2 area was 2.59 individuals per hectare. It should be noted that this
figure is bolstered by non-native generalist species such as canada goose branta canadensis and black
swan cygnus atratus.
With regards to specific pSPA features; the surveys showed that both non-breeding red knot and
sandwich tern were absent from the survey area. This is in-line with surveys for phase 1 of the Saltholme
Washland project. Both species are predominately coastal and exploit intertidal and marine habitats
elsewhere in the pSPA more prevalently. The wet grassland and freshwater lagoon complex at RSPB
Saltholme is unlikely to ever be attractive to these species. Redshank were recorded within the phase 2
area in low numbers with a mean total across all compartments of 19.5 individuals. This is equivalent to
less than 1% of the pSPA citation value of 5509 individuals. Ruff were more notable with a mean total
across all compartments of 4.5 individuals; 24% of the pSPA citation value of 19 individuals.
The assemblage species (4.4.2.6) that occur within the pSPA in numbers greater than 1% of GB
population or in excess of 2000 individuals (whichever is lower) were, in the majority almost absent from
the phase 2 works area with non-breeding shoveler, sanderling, herring gull and black headed gull
recorded in numbers less than 1% of the pSPA peak 5yr mean figure for each species mentioned. The
notable species of the named pSPA assemblage were wigeon with a mean total across all count sectors of
751 individuals, lapwing with 648.4 mean total across all count sectors and gadwall with 29.5 mean total
across all sectors. The largest aggregations of wigeon and lapwing were recorded in “SF” compartments
adjacent to the eastern boundary of the phase 2 area. There are no planned works within “SF”
compartments as part of the phase 2 project and no direct mechanisms for impact identifiable.
4.4.3.1 Enhancements and Mitigation
Broadly speaking, the survey demonstrates the phase 2 area, where ecological enhancements are
planned, is not currently performing well for non-breeding species. The proposed island creation,
softening of pool edges and manipulation of underwater topography will all benefit non-breeding species
by increasing feeding opportunities and improving habitat for invertebrate prey species.
There are few identified pathways for impacts on non-breeding pSPA features due to the proposed
timings of the works being firmly outside the winter season. The works will be complete by 1st October,
avoiding the peak winter months most important for wintering waders and wildfowl. All identified
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considerations or risks to pSPA features are considered within the accompanying habitats regulations
assessment (HRA).
Post completion, the phase 2 works will ultimately benefit pSPA features, both breeding and nonbreeding.
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4.5 Protected species:
4.5.1

Water Vole

Water vole Arvicola amphibius monitoring is carried out by the reserve staff as part of normal operations
at RSPB saltholme. The core area for the population at RSPB Saltholme is associated with the reedbed
habitat and the more diversely vegetated ditch network towards the north of the site. The habitat within
Phase 2 that will be subject to the habitat enhancement works is in poor condition for water voles (eg
pools and ditches with heavily grazed banks that dry out during the summer), compared to other areas
of the reserve with well vegetated reedy margins to pools and ditches which holds the core of the
population.
Water voles occur across the wider site but sightings of water vole and their signs in the more open
areas of grassland and associated ditches and pool edges are very infrequent due to the unfavourable
habitat condition for the species in these areas. Surveys were carried out in accordance with the
guidance along habitat in the Phase 2 area, and no signs of water vole were recorded during this late
season survey (see separate report compiled by Tees Valley Wildlife Trust July 2017).
The existing habitat management specifically carried out for pSPA features by grazing with livestock to
produce a sward suitable for wintering wildfowl and breeding waders and seabirds, along with
associated wildfowl grazing in winter is currently keeping the ditches and water bodies within the
phase 2 area in a condition that is unattractive to water voles.
4.5.1.1 Enhancements and Mitigation
As the original survey was late in the season we plan to continue to survey for water vole across the
phase 2 area prior to the planned habitat enhancement works to further inform observation of their use
in this part of the site. If any evidence is found during this survey a specific mitigation plan will be
developed and agreed with EA and NE prior to carrying out work in those areas identified.
The habitat in and across the main phase 2 area encompassing Main Lake and Paddy’s pool will
continue to be managed for the key pSPA species so vegetation will likely remain in a condition
unattractive to water voles. However, there will be an increase in suitable habitat for water voles
within the Phase 2 area with the creation of new ponds and niches for emergent aquatic vegetation
within the Dragonfly Walk corridor. This corridor will also improve connectivity of appropriate Water
Vole habitat throughout the site. Water Vole monitoring forms part of normal reserve operations and
continued surveys will allow assessments as to the success of the phase 2 works for Water Vole and
what extent the works have contributed to the population level across the whole reserve.
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4.5.2 Bats
There are limited suitable roosting features across the phase 2 area and very few other features
within a 200m radius of the site. The accompanying Tree and Hedgerow Statement and the phase 1
habitat survey shows the proposed work area is devoid of significant trees, shrubs or hedgerows. The
area is made up of large shallow pools with improved grassland edges. It is grazed by livestock (cattle
and sheep) that remove most marginal vegetation and woody plants. This is deliberate management
in order to support the pSPA designated features that are the predominant protected interest of the
site.
Within the phase 2 area, build structures are limited to the RSPB viewing hides. Routine inspections
of the hides have shown no evidence of bat activity (droppings etc.). Additionally, the design of the
viewing hides makes it unsuitable for hibernacula (block built with no cavities in walls or the roof
space).
4.5.2.1 Enhancements and Mitigation
No pathways for impacts to bat species due to the proposed works have been identified. The
proposed habitat improvements, particularly the edge profiling and naturalisation works as well as
creation of invertebrate habitat within Dragonfly Walk corridor will have a secondary benefit to
invertebrate prey species which in turn will provide better foraging opportunities for bat species that
may commute to the site.
4.5.3 Badgers
There have been no records of badger within the reserve since systematic regular biological
recording started in 2006 despite regular searches for evidence of setts, latrines, fox earths and any
other associated activity.
4.5.3.1 Enhancements and Mitigation
There is still potential for night time foraging badgers to access the phase 2 area from outside the
reserve boundary. The proposed works are limited to daytime hours and a discrete area of the
reserve. There will be no barriers or obstructions to foraging badgers during the works so any
nocturnal foraging can continue over the work areas. However, this is considered unlikely as no
evidence of badger activity has been recorded on site.
4.5.4

Otters

Otters Lutra lutra occur on the wider site, mainly associated with the deeper water bodies that
harbour good fish populations. Records within the proposed phase 2 development area are
infrequent as the habitat is of low suitability for otter largely being made up of shallow pools and
ditches with poor fish populations that regularly dry up in the summer months. A survey (see
separate Water Vole & Otter report) in the area did not detect the presence of otter (including
tracks and other signs) in the phase 2 area and no holts or shelters occur on this part of our site.
There were signs of otter on the deeper well vegetated pool at Saltholme East across the other side
of the main road. This site is not part of the phase 2 habitat enhancement work.
4.5.4.1 Enhancements and Mitigation
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There is a chance that sometimes otters will cross the main road to forage at night. The Otters at
the reserve are nocturnal in their foraging behaviour, and the habitat works will take place during
daylight hours. Therefore, it is considered that the proposed works will be at a very low risk of
disturbance to Otters as the area will still be available for nocturnal foraging activity.
4.5.5 Reptiles
No reptiles have been recorded at RSPB Saltholme. It is considered that a combination of the habitat
quality and the geographical location of the site mean that there is a very low risk of reptiles being
present and therefore being impacted during the works.
4.5.6 Great Crested Newts
There are no records of the Great Crested Newt Triturus cristatus at the reserve, and smooth
newt, common toad, and common frog are the only amphibian species that have been recorded
at the reserve. The accompanying report shows the results of surveys at the reserve. The Habitat
Suitability Index assessed the habitat as poor for the species in an area surveyed. The presence of
waterfowl in these areas will have a negative impact on the suitability of these ponds for Great
Crested Newts.
4.5.6.1 Enhancements and Mitigation
A plan will be put in place ahead of works, on what action to take should any Great Crested Newts
be found during the works. Overall, the creation of ponds and further habitat niches as part of the
Dragonfly Pools corridor project strand will provide an increase in suitable habitat, and may
potentially encourage later colonisation of the site by GNC. General amphibian surveys will
continue as part of normal reserves operations so the benefits from the works can be quantified.
4.5.7 Barn owls
There are no nesting sites within the proposed works area and therefore no risk of disturbance to
breeding barn owls. The close cropped grazed grassland is of low value for foraging owls which favour
a rough, more varied sward suitable for field voles which constitute the majority of their prey.
4.5.7.1 Enhancements and Mitigation
Given the poor suitability of the habitat for foraging Barn owl and their predominantly nocturnal
behaviour falling outside of the proposed daylight working hours no pathways for impacts as a result
of the phase 2 works can be identified.

4.6 Additional Section 41 species:
Harvest mice Micromys minutus can be found in cereal crop fields, rough grasslands, reedbeds,
hedgerows, bramble and open fields. They favour areas of tall, dense vegetation. The habitat within
the Phase 2 area is suboptimal for the species, being heavily grazed with very little suitable habitat
present. Therefore, there is a very low risk of damage to harvest mice or their favoured habitat
through the work, and this would be negligible at a population scale.
Common Toad Bufo bufo use water bodies for breeding early in the spring, and outside of this period
are found in terrestrial habitats. Toads are present on the reserve, but the timings of the works (July
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onwards) will minimise any impact on toads using the water bodies for breeding. The water bodies
are also turbid, lacking in macrophytes and well used by wildfowl making them of low suitability. The
grassland areas being enhanced are heavily grazed with little rough grassland areas that might
harbour toads. The works proposed will provide more pools and features within the Dragonfly Walk
corridor which will provide further opportunities for toads as marginal vegetation and rougher
grassland habitat develops.
Hedgehog Erinaceus europaeus are at low risk of being impacted by the work. The most frequent
hedgehog records are associated with the bird feeding areas. The habitat in the area of the
proposed works is sub-optimal for hedgehogs. Hedgehog is a typically a nocturnal species, and the
works will be carried out during the day. The phasing of the works will further reduce any potential
impact on the population.
Brown Hare Lepus europaeus are at low risk of being impacted by the works. They are a highly
mobile species which can utilise the many other suitable areas of the reserve if disturbed
The following widespread, declining section 41 species of butterflies and moths have been
recorded at RSPB Saltholme (but outside of the Phase 1 area): Small Heath Coenonympha
pamphilus, Grayling Hipparchia semele, Wall Lasiommata megera, Cinnabar Tyria jacobaeae. The
area of proposed works is of low suitability for these species, and the potential impact will be very
low.

4.7 Other wildlife:
Dragonfly
The Dragonfly Walk corridor is so called due to the small network of ponds in the south of the area
notable for the population of various species of dragonfly. The Dragonfly walk project strands aim to
improve this habitat and build upon the existing population. Dragonfly surveys are carried out on site
routinely and the presence of dragonfly on site is a key visitor draw during summer.
Emerald Damselfly
Large red Damselfly
Azure Damselfly
Common blue Damselfly
Blue tailed Damselfly
Common Hawker
Southern Hawker
Migrant Hawker
Emperor
Four spotted Chaser
Black tailed Skimmer
Common Darter
Ruddy Darter
4.7.1 list of recorded dragonfly species on site
The improvements to the existing dragonfly ponds and the creation of a larger network of shallow,
dynamic ponds with suitable emergent aquatic vegetation will benefit dragonfly, both breeding and
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migratory species present on site. The improvement to invertebrate habitat will increase the prey
resource and the number of supporting habitat niches for a suite of dragonfly species.
Fish
Fish surveys have previously been carried out in the main wetland areas of the reserve. The species
which have been recorded are Rudd Scardinius erythropthalmus and European eel Anguilla anguilla.
Although European Eel is Critically Endangered (IUCN), it is a widespread species throughout the UK.
Only a small number have been recorded at RSPB Saltholme, and this was in the reedbeds to the
north of the Phase 2 area. The habitat within Phase 2 is not good quality fish habitat (with a highly
brackish influence, large seasonal drawdown reducing oxygen levels in summer, highly turbid and
with poor water quality from waterfowl and livestock). Rudd is unlikely to have been tolerant of
these conditions. European eels are more tolerant of salinity and poor water quality however there is
no connectivity and therefore it is unlikely that eels are present in numbers. In most years these
water bodies in phase 1 area draw down significantly and become very shallow with little oxygen,
making them highly hostile environments for fish on site.
The timing of the works when water levels are at their lowest means that any fish present will be less
active during the period of the works. The mainly peripheral nature of the work focusing on the pool
edges will leave deeper areas which may harbour some fish largely undisturbed. The overall risk of
any impact on the fish populations at the site during the works is therefore considered to be low and
to potentially enhance the populations following the works
Freshwater macro-invertebrates
Aquatic invertebrate interest can be considerably affected by vertebrates, such as the waterfowl
which use the pools within the Phase 2 area. The proposed work will enhance the wetland habitat
at the reserve and will increase area of potential habitat for aquatic invertebrates. This is supported
by an assessment of invertebrate habitat at RSPB Saltholme by Dr Roger Key in 2014 (report
attached), which recommended the creation of more shallow pools at the reserve.
The proposed work will enhance the wetland habitat at the reserve and will increase areas of potential
habitat (eg. ditches, ponds and wet features within the grassland habitat) for aquatic invertebrates; as
supported by Dr Roger Key’s report. The overall effect on Freshwater macro-invertebrates is therefore
considered to be positive
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