Local Sites in the Tees Valley
1.
Rationale

1.1
The Tees Valley has always been at the forefront of systems to identify and conserve its non-statutory wildlife sites (Sites of Nature Conservation Importance (SNCI’s) / Local Sites (LS)). Government guidance on these has moved forward quite rapidly in recent years with the publication of Defra’s Local Sites Guidance and the development of National Indicator 197. 
1.2
This paper has been prepared to ensure that this recent government guidance is fully transferred to the systems operating in the Tees Valley and that the various roles and responsibilities for operating Local Sites System have been fully recognised and can be allocated to the various partners involved.
1.3
The paper is initially proposed for discussion and adoption by the Tees Valley Biodiversity Partnership Steering Group, as it updates and supersedes a paper entitled “Non-Statutory Nature Conservation Sites in the Tees Valley” which the group agreed prior to the publication of Defra’s Local Sites Guidance. The paper will also be available for local authority officers to take to their own committees.
2.
Background to Local Sites

2.1
Non-statutory wildlife sites systems have evolved across the UK as an important means of identifying and protecting our biodiversity and geological heritage. In the Tees Valley, conservationists listed the area’s most important ecological sites in the 1970’s and these were subsequently described and recorded by the County Council in the Cleveland Wildlife Strategy (1989) and designated by the district planning authorities as Sites of Nature Conservation Importance in their Local Plans in the 1990’s.

2.2
The importance of non-statutory nature conservation sites was recognised by government in Planning Policy Guidance 9: Nature Conservation (1994) and subsequently in Planning Policy Statement 9: Biodiversity and Geological Conservation (August 2005), which states “Local Sites have a fundamental role to play in meeting overall national biodiversity targets; contributing to the quality of life and the well-being of the community; and in supporting research and education.”

2.3
The publication by Defra of “Local Sites, Guidance on their Identification, Selection and Management” in April 2006, provided the first consistent national guidance on how sites should be identified, recorded, designated and managed. 

2.4
Defra has identified Local Sites as being an efficient way for Local Authorities to show that they are taking biodiversity into consideration and delivering their obligations under Section 40 of the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006. Defra will be reviewing the impact of the biodiversity duty in 2009.

2.5
National Indicator 197 “Improved Local Biodiversity” has been established to measure performance for biodiversity by assessing the implementation of positive conservation for Local Sites. Essentially it records the percentage of sites in a local authority area where positive conservation management has taken place during the five years prior to the reporting date. All Local Authorities will be expected to report on their performance against National Indicator 197 annually, on 31st March.

3.
Local Sites Partnership 

3.1
The Defra Local Sites Guidance recommends that Local Sites systems are based on a partnership approach and that established partnerships, such as Biodiversity Partnerships should be involved where they exist. It advises that Local Authorities must provide leadership in establishing and maintaining partnerships and systems to identify and manage Local Sites. Other recommended partners include representatives from the voluntary and community sector such as the Wildlife Trusts who are actively involved in many areas. Statutory agencies such as Natural England and the Environment Agency can provide expertise and practical input to the system.
3.2
The Tees Valley Biodiversity Steering Group has resolved that there be a consistent approach to Local Sites across the Tees Valley unitary authority areas and that the Group will undertake the role of Local Sites Partnership for Tees Valley. This complies with Defra guidance which states “In many areas, it may be more effective for Local Authorities to collaborate in partnerships to run a single unified Local Sites system over their combined administrative areas.”
3.3
The Tees Valley Biodiversity Partnership Steering Group consists of representatives of Hartlepool, Middlesbrough, Redcar & Cleveland and Stockton Councils, Tees Valley Joint Strategy Unit, Natural England, Environment Agency, Northumbrian Water, Groundwork South Tees, INCA, RSPB and Tees Valley Wildlife Trust. The Group was first established in 1980 to manage the Cleveland Wildlife Strategy, but with the inception of the biodiversity planning process it evolved to oversee the implementation of the Tees Valley Biodiversity Action Plan. It is chaired by the Tees Valley Joint Strategy Unit.

4.
Local Sites System 
4.1
Defra’s guidance on Local Sites and National Indicator 197 describe the variety of tasks or functions of a Local Sites System. These have been collated at Appendix 1. The Local Sites Partnership should agree clear roles and responsibilities for itself and the partners involved.
4.2
One of the key features introduced by Defra to the operation of Local Sites System is the development and documentation of local criteria with which Local Sites are selected. The Tees Valley Biodiversity Steering Group has devised and approved such criteria for the Tees Valley. As well as providing the evidence base to support site selection and designation, these are essential to identify appropriate management actions for Local Sites that will be recorded by NI 197.
4.3
Non-statutory conservation sites that have been selected using these criteria will be called Local Wildlife Sites, a change from the name Sites of Nature Conservation Importance which was previously used in the Tees Valley.

5.
Geodiversity

5.1
The Defra Local Site’s Guidance proposes that sites with geological conservation interest are brought into the same system as those with biodiversity interest. This is contrary to earlier planning guidance, which recommended that these sites were dealt with as Regionally Important Geological Sites (RIGS). 
5.2
Defra advises that the term Local Sites may be subdivided to describe an individual site as either a “Local Wildlife Site” or “Local Geological Site” – or even a “Local Wildlife/Geological Site” if the interests coincide.
5.3
The Tees Valley has an active geological group, the Tees Valley RIGS Group, which was established to develop and operate the Tees Valley Geodiversity Action Plan. This group is made up of a number of geological experts and enthusiasts from the area. It has established its own identity and constitution and receives administrative support from the Tees Valley Wildlife Trust.

5.4
For the purposes of delivering the role and responsibilities of a Local Geological Sites Partnership, the Tees Valley RIGS Group will act as a sub-group of the Local Sites Partnership.


Further information
Local Sites Guidance on their Identification, Selection and Management. Defra 2006


(http://www.defra.gov.uk/wildlife-countryside/ewd/local-sites/index.htm)


Defra Guidance on National Indicator 197

http://www.defra.gov.uk/environment/localgovindicators/ni197.htm
Appendix 1: Functions of a Local Sites System 

(Information collated from Defra LS Guidance and Technical Guidance on NI 197)

	FUNCTION
	ACTIVITY
	LEAD

	Site Selection
	Agree the basis for site selection (develop and document site criteria)
	LSP

	
	Co-ordinate site selection procedures including survey and identification of candidate sites
	LSP

	
	Be responsible for site selection
	LSP

	
	Send information on Local Sites to owners prior to endorsement by LS Partnership
	

	
	Allow site owners an opportunity to comment (setting out the processes LSP will follow in considering observations from landowners and how it will respond)
	

	
	Submit Local Sites to the local authority for inclusion within their Local Development Frameworks at the earliest opportunity
	LSP

	
	De-select sites which no longer qualify, informing owners and interested partners
	LSP

	Site Management
	Provide management guidance or support owners in producing management plans
	LSP

	
	Provide advice and promotion of positive management tailored to individual sites (“..time intensive, often requiring face to face discussions.”)
	

	
	LS Partnerships are expected to support LAs in obtaining the evidence to report on Indicator 197 
	LSP

	
	Verify the evidence that sites are under positive conservation management.
	LSP

	
	The Local Authority should work with the LS Partnership to report on the indicator.
	LA

	Site Monitoring
	Establish a process for monitoring the condition of the selected sites
	

	
	Revisit / resurvey sites at regular intervals
	

	Promotion
	Make representations to the Regional Planning Body to ensure that the role of Local Sites is recognised in the RSS
	LSP

	
	Encourage local authority departments, public and voluntary agencies to include commitments to protecting and enhancing the nature conservation value of Local Sites and other land that they manage
	LSP

	
	Community Strategies can provide a useful framework for adopting Local Sites
	

	
	Promote the enhancement of sites through buffering and increasing connectivity
	

	Information
	Record reasons for selection of each site with details of the habitats, species and features for which they are selected
	

	
	Record why candidate sites were not selected
	

	
	Make information about sites publicly available
	

	
	Provide details to relevant decision-makers with further information on sites as appropriate
	

	
	Provide systematic, quantifiable and verifiable data on damage to sites
	LSP

	
	Manage information relating to positive management (NI197) (which will be ‘owned’ by the LS Partnership and will usually be managed by one of the partners such as the local Wildlife Trust, the Local Authority or the Local Record Centre)
	

	
	Natural England will assist the Partnership in the process of developing the baseline data (for NI 197) and will be expected to sign off the process to a satisfactory standard.
	NE

	System maintenance
	Agree clear roles and responsibilities for the partners involved in the LS Partnership
	LSP

	
	Promote the role and importance of Local Sites at a strategic level
	LSP

	
	From time to time reconsider whether the LS Partnership is operating in the most effective manner and has adequate technical knowledge
	LSP

	
	From time to time ensure that Local Sites continue to represent an adequate selection of sites of nature conservation interest in the area
	LSP

	
	From time to time consider the information on the condition of Local Sites and the effectiveness of measures for their conservation and management
	LSP

	
	Co-ordinate funding provision and/or identify and promote the taking up of funding opportunities
	LSP


“Lead” is shown only where it has been clearly identified by Defra

LSP = Local Sites Partnership. LA = Local Authority. NE = Natural England
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