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1 Introduction 

1.1 This rebuttal is for the proof of evidence provided by Mr Sutton, RBC Ecologist, dated 

29 September 2021. 

 

2 Length of marginal vegetation   

2.1 In relation to marginal vegetation that will be affected by the development, Mr Sutton 

states at paragraph 4.1.3 that ‘It has established very well and is now the longest 

length of marginal vegetation on the banks of the river Thames at Christchurch 

Meadows and at Thames Promenade stretching 100m along the southern bank of 

the River Thames.’  This is incorrect and the true situation is stated in the SoCG 

which states at paragraph 7.86 ‘There are two lengths of marginal vegetation (one 

adjacent to the appeal site and one east of Christchurch Bridge). Of these, the one 

east of Christchurch Bridge is the longest strip of marginal vegetation in the 

Christchurch Meadows open space’.   

2.2 In paragraph 4.1.4, Mr Sutton does however state that the marginal vegetation to the 

southeast is 45.8m and acknowledges that it will not be shaded by the proposals.  

 

3 Significance of impact 

3.1 It is important to distinguish between significance of the value of a habitat and the 

ecological significance of the impact to that habitat.    

3.2 My SoC and PoE make it very clear that the impact would be of neighbourhood 

significance at most.   

3.3 In terms of the ecological value of the River Thames I agree that it is of borough 

importance and that riparian habitats (including marginal vegetation) are part of the 

river system. 
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4 Increase in distance from nearest stepping stone of other 

marginal vegetation 

4.1 In paragraph 4.1.15 2), Mr Sutton states: ‘There is very little marginal vegetation on 

the Thames in Reading and the section next to the appeal site is the longest section 

for at least 2km’ and ‘3) It is therefore an important stepping stone for wildlife using 

the River Thames’. 

4.2 The longest section is in fact the length to the east of Christchurch Bridge which is 

acknowledged in the SoCG paragraph 7.86 referred to above. 

4.3 Other lengths of marginal vegetation which provide stepping stones are not 2km to 

the west or 500m to the east but as follows (as measured from the marginal 

vegetation adjacent to the site): 

 marginal vegetation east of Christchurch Bridge - 34m to the east 

 marginal vegetation NW of the Christchurch Bridge – 100m to the north west 

 marginal vegetation at Hills Meadow Park - 335m to the east (see photographs in 

appendix P of my PoE 

 marginal vegetation west of Thames Avenue 370m to the west 

 
 

5 Heat from the buildings 

5.1 Mr Sutton states in paragraph 5.2.2 that ‘the buildings are likely to emit a significant 

amount of heat (as the sun warms them during the day) which would cancel out any 

reduction in heat due to shading’. 

5.2 Buildings will emit heat, but importantly they do not emit heat in the same way or 

indeed at the same time as the heat the river would receive direct from the sun. 

Buildings tend to absorb the heat in the day when the sun is at its strongest, and 

release it later into the evenings. One would expect shading from the buildings to 

assist in reducing the river temperatures because the heat emitted from the buildings 

would not generally be released at the same time as when the maximum shading 

benefit to the river would occur, so they would not be cancelling each other out. 

5.3 On a sunny day, anyone standing in the shade of tall buildings will notice a drop in 

temperature between sunny and shaded areas. 
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6 The grassland strip 

6.1 Mr Sutton raises the possible loss of the small, very narrow strip of wildflower 

grassland at paragraph 7.2.  This wildflower grassland will not be lost and, even if it 

were lost, the development will create new wildflower grassland within the site which 

would more than compensate for any loss. 

 
 

7 Reduction in sunlight hours 

7.1 In 5.1.1 of Mr Sutton’s PoE, he questions the number of available sunlight hours in a 

day.  For clarity Table 1 below provides the total number of available sunlight hours 

per day as per the assessments run.  It should be noted that in paragraph 3.3.8 of 

“Site and Layout Planning for Daylight and Sunlight, A guide to good practice (2nd 

edition) BRE" (see appendix 1) it states sun below a 10° angle does not count and as 

such is not included.  This is because sun at this angle is likely to be blocked by 

obstructions beyond those included in the test environment.  Therefore, contrary to 

Mr Sutton’s PoE at paragraph 5.1.1, the marginal vegetation should not be assumed 

to enjoy up to 16.5 hours of sunlight in the present situation. 

 
 Table 1: Available sunlight hours by date used in the sunlight assessment 
 

Date used in sunlight 
assessment  

Total number of available sunlight hours as per 
assessment (source eb7) 

21st March 9.87 

21st April 11.73 

21st May 13.23 

21st June 13.97 

21st July 13.23 

21st August 11.73 

21st September 9.87 

             

7.2 The daylight consultant has run simulations at 6 hours+ as it was decided that this 

was ample to demonstrate the level of direct sunlight and would allow for a good 

distinction between the sunlight contours below this level. 
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7.3 In his paragraph 5.1.6, Mr Sutton presents graphs from a paper by Dawson & 

Haslam paper showing the reduction of the biomass of submerged plants in relation 

to light levels at the stream surface.   

7.4 ‘Submerged’ plants (which grow below the water surface) are not the same as 

marginal plants which are ‘emergent’.  The graph showing the reduction of the 

biomass of submerged plants (which occur in the middle of the river) is not directly 

transferable to emergent plants (which occur on the river margins and are therefore 

more likely to receive shade).    

7.5 The paper promotes the control of vigorous aquatic plants using shade.  It highlights 

in the abstract ‘The importance of the optimal half-shade condition, allowing some 

aquatic plant growth rather than excess growth found in open streams or the barren 

situation of forest streams, is emphasised.’  

7.6 Two statements in the paper highlight the importance of skylight. 

On page 161: 

‘Recent work in quantifying the lateral distribution of light from day-courses across 

managed rivers has highlighted some of the complexities of predicting and 

establishing half-shaded conditions at the centre of the channel in natural rivers with 

existing terrestrial vegetation of varying height and orientation on or near the banks. 

For example, even on a stream in the northern hemisphere running east-west, with 

full shading from the south, aquatic growth can still be appreciable because of the 

general sky light from the north.’  

The last sentence at bottom of page 163 states: 

‘The prediction of the half-shade condition for a river section can be derived by the 

sum of 1) the hourly and seasonal changes in the path of the sun and its intensity, 

and 2) the distribution of the diffuse or general sky light.’ 
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8 Use of the Metric 3.0 for marginal vegetation 

8.1 Mr Sutton has used the DEFRA 2 and 3 metrics.   

8.2 Before dealing with the calculations, I think it is appropriate to put them in their proper 

context.  

8.3 The Biodiversity Metric 3.0 USER GUIDE states that the metric should not override 

expert opinion.  Paragraph 1.8 of the USER GUIDE (see appendix 2) states: 

‘The units generated by biodiversity metric 3.0, like all biodiversity unit calculations, 

come with a ‘health warning’. The outputs of this metric are not absolute values but 

provide a proxy for the relative biodiversity worth of a site pre- and post-intervention. 

The quality and reliability of outputs will depend on the quality of the inputs. This user 

guide provides advice on how to use the biodiversity unit approach and where and 

when it is appropriate for use. The metric is not a substitute for expert ecological 

advice.’ 

8.4 Principle 6 of the USER GUIDE states:  

‘The metric is designed to inform decisions, not to override expert opinion. 

Management interventions should be guided by appropriate expert ecological advice 

and not just the biodiversity unit outputs of the metric. Ecological principles still need 

to be applied to ensure that what is being proposed is realistic and deliverable based 

on local conditions such as geology, hydrology, nutrient levels, etc. and the 

complexity of future management requirements.’ 

8.5 Based on his calculations for DEFRA metric 3 (the most up to date version) as set 

out at Appendix 10 to his evidence, Mr Sutton states (see his proof at 7.1.6) that the 

area of new reedbed (i.e. marginal vegetation) needed to compensate for the loss of 

the marginal vegetation in the immediate vicinity of the appeal site would be 0.14 ha. 

He goes on to state ‘This equates to 280m not the 40m referred to by the appellant.’ 

8.6 In my view Mr Sutton’s assessment is wrong, for the reasons I set out below. 

8.7 First, his assessment is fundamentally flawed because he assumes for the purpose 

of the assessment that the existing marginal vegetation will be reduced from good to 

poor condition. My own view is that there will be no significant impact on this 
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vegetation as a result of the proposed development, for the reasons set out in my 

main proof at section 5.  

8.8 Mr Sutton’s second error is in his assessment of the condition of the existing 

marginal vegetation. He assesses the condition of the marginal vegetation in the coir 

roll and on the bank as good.  

8.9 In my opinion the condition of the marginal vegetation in the coir roll and on the bank 

should be classed as moderate only, as per the assessment in my SoC at paragraph 

3.39. My reasoning is as follows.  

8.10 Reedbed (the closest habitat to marginal vegetation) is assessed using the condition 

assessment for wetlands (see appendix 3).   

8.11 For the majority (77%) of the marginal vegetation which is on the bank, criteria 2, 3, 

4, 5 and 6 are passed (5 out of 6 criteria).  As non-negotiable core criterion 1 has not 

been passed, this means that it can only be of moderate condition.  Although there 

may be a loss of vigour, criteria 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6 continue to be passed post-

development resulting in the same condition of moderate.  

8.12 For the marginal vegetation in the coir roll, criteria 1, 2, 3, 4 and 6 are passed. 

Criterion 5 is not met because much of the coir roll has failed (with the substrate coir 

roll in this case being equivalent to bare ground).  However, it is key characteristic 

and normal for marginal vegetation and the river next to it to receive light from the 

direction of the river.  The marginal vegetation adjacent to the site receives negligible 

light from the direction of the river due to the heavy shade from the bridge and its 

ramps which greatly limits its ecological functionality and ecological value.  This 

situation would only occur naturally if trees were growing completely over the river 

from the other bank.  The bridge is also a considerable unnatural physical obstruction 

to wildlife using the marginal vegetation.  Although these are not listed criteria, I 

consider these affect the condition of the marginal vegetation.  Therefore, in my 

opinion, this cannot be considered to be in good condition and moderate is more 

appropriate.  This is in line with Principle 6 of the metric user guidance referred to in 

8.4 above.   

8.13 Mr Sutton’s third error is in his assumption that the proposed new marginal 

vegetation would be in moderate condition only. The existing marginal vegetation at 

the Option B location is in good condition and there is no reason why the additional 
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marginal vegetation to be planted here will not also be good.  Examples of good 

marginal vegetation are shown in appendix P of my PoE. 

8.14 Mr Sutton’s fourth error is in his assessment of open river water being good.  Bar 

London, the river at this location is one of the most impoverished sections of the 

River Thames.  The river has hard concrete edges on both banks, lacks significant 

natural vegetation alongside the river, experiences high levels of boat traffic and 

moorings and is adversely affected by large numbers of wildfowl.  A river in good 

condition would be much of the River Kennet SSSI.  A river in moderate condition 

could include parts of the River Thames with more natural vegetation along its banks 

upstream of Reading.  The change in biodiversity value from open river to marginal 

vegetation at this location is appreciable in biodiversity terms. 

8.15 Overall, in my judgement there would be a substantial gain in biodiversity off-site, 

arising from the lack of significant effect on the existing marginal vegetation and the 

provision of new marginal vegetation at Option B. Even if there were an impact on 

the marginal vegetation in the coir rolls adjacent to the site (because it is already 

more shaded by the bridge and being below the bottom of a north-facing bank is 

shaded by vegetation including tall ruderal and even the marginal vegetation on the 

bank), there would still be a gain, as is apparent from Tables 2 and 3 below. Table 2 

assumes that the marginal vegetation in the coir rolls goes from moderate to poor, 

and Table 3 assumes it is now good and goes to poor as a result of the development. 

The area I have used for the existing marginal vegetation (based on georeferenced 

GIS map) is 0.0015 ha.  

 .  
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Table 2: Calculation of change of biodiversity of marginal vegetation  
 
  Area/ ha - 

existing 
Area/ ha - 
proposed 

Condition Biodiversity 
units - 
existing 

Biodiversity 
units - 
proposed 

Change in 
biodiversity 
units 

Adjacent to 
the site 

        

  
  

Marginal 
vegetation 
within coir 
roll 

0.0015 0.0015 moderate to 
poor 

0.0207 0.0104 -0.0103 

Option B             
Open river1 
lost 

0.00342   poor 0.0079   -0.0079 

New 
marginal 
vegetation 

  0.00342 good   0.0326 0.0326 

Totals 0.00492 0.00492   0.0286 0.0430 0.0144 
Net % 
change 

          50% 

  

8.16 The area of the new marginal vegetation within the coir and brushwood rolls at option 

B is more than twice the area of the existing marginal vegetation in the coir roll 

adjacent to the site.  The above table shows a net gain of 50%.  

8.17 If it is assumed that the marginal vegetation in the coir rolls is currently in good 

condition, the results would be as in table 3 below: 

                                                
1 Categorised as ‘ornamental lake or pond’ as there is no category for ‘river’ in the metric 3 off-site 
habitat baseline categories.  In using this category for the purpose of the metric calculation, I am 
following Mr Sutton’s approach in his metric 3 calculation. 



Ecology Rebuttal                                                 55 Vastern Road, Reading 
  October 2021 

 
 

9 
 

Table 3: Calculation of change of biodiversity of marginal vegetation assuming marginal 
vegetation in coir roll is in good condition 
 
  Area/ ha - 

existing 
Area/ ha - 
proposed 

Condition Biodiversity 
units - 
existing 

Biodiversity 
units - 
proposed 

Change in 
biodiversity 
units 

Adjacent to 
the site 

        
  

  

Marginal 
vegetation 
within coir 
roll 

0.0015 0.0015 good to 
poor 

0.0311 0.0104 -0.0207 

Option B             
Open river 
lost 

0.00342   poor 0.0079   -0.0079 

New 
marginal 
vegetation 

  0.00342 good   0.0326 0.0326 

Totals 0.00492 0.00492   0.0390 0.0430 0.0040 
Net % 
change 

          10% 

 

8.18 Finally, any impact on the marginal vegetation adjacent to the site needs to be seen 

in the context of the change in biodiversity within the site, as set out in Table 4 below.  

If we were to assume a change in the condition of the marginal vegetation in the coir 

rolls adjacent to the site from moderate to poor (as per table 2 above) the overall 

biodiversity change would be as follows: 

Table 4: The net change in biodiversity value on and off-site 
 

  
biodiversity units 
pre-development 

biodiversity units 
post-
development 

Change in 
biodiversity units 

  % change 

On site 0.36 0.78 0.42 118%* 

Off-site  0.0286 0.043 0.0144 50% 

Total 0.3886 0.823 0.4344 112% 

*figures taken from headline results in appendix 4  

8.19 The overall impact of the development would be a net gain of approximately 112%. 

Even in the scenario in table 3 above (change of the marginal vegetation in the coir 

rolls from good to poor) there would still be a substantial gain.  

8.20 Overall, therefore, I do not see any reason why if the latest DEFRA metric is applied 

there is any reason to refuse permission for the proposed development on ecology 

grounds.  
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Appendix 1: Paragraph 3.3.8 of “Site and Layout Planning for 

Daylight and Sunlight, A guide to good practice (2nd edition) 

BRE" 
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Appendix 2: Biodiversity metric 3.0: USER GUIDE excerpts  
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Appendix 3: Condition assessment criteria for wetland  

Taken from The biodiversity metric 3.0: auditing and accounting for biodiversity, Condition 
assessment sheets   
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Appendix 4: On site net biodiversity change using metric 3  

  

 
 
 
 
 


