RDC Rural Priorities - Handling proposals on or affecting Natura sites – Guidance for Case Officers    

An RDC application which is on or likely to affect a Natura site will count as a ‘plan or project’ (in terms of Natura legislation) and the implications for the Natura interests will need to be considered.   
Note: In most cases Natura sites are underpinned by a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). Therefore, Case Officers dealing with Proposals affecting a SSSI should check in case there are also impacts on any Natura sites connected with the SSSI. 

RPID would normally be the ‘competent authority’ for such cases, as it issues the RDC contract. However, there may be other competent authorities in cases where other permits are required: e.g. the Local Authority if planning permission is required.  

At SOI stage:

· Submitted SoIs should be screened to check if they involve any Natura sites.  If an SOI is not on but close to a Natura site, judgment is needed as to whether the site could be affected and thus whether SNH needs to be involved.  Case Officers should err on the cautious side and check with SNH if there is any doubt. 
· Where a Natura site could be affected, the CO1 contacts the local SNH Area Officer for advice.

· The SNH Area Officer (together with any other competent authority where appropriate) does an initial assessment to determine the likely implications for Natura interests (as far as this is possible with the limited info available at SoI stage, and seeking more info if needed).  All the Natura qualifying features must be taken into account.    

· CO provides feedback to applicant on the likely Natura implications, so that the applicant can take this into account before submitting a Proposal.  An SoI would normally be given a ‘red’ rating where there are clearly damaging implications for Natura interests.  

When a Proposal is submitted:
· The CO should again contact SNH.  A formal appraisal should be made by SNH and/or other competent authorities, following the steps in Box 1.  Where necessary, an Appropriate Assessment must be carried out.  In most cases the SNH Area Officer will be best placed to undertake this although there may be circumstances where the Case Officer (if not from SNH) can carry out an Appropriate Assessment with assistance from their SNH colleague. 
· The appraisal may show that the Proposal is satisfactory in relation to Natura interests, or that minor revisions are needed before the Proposal is committed, or that there are significant concerns.  If the Proposal cannot be sufficiently revised such that the proposed works will not adversely affect the integrity of the site, the Proposal should be rejected.  

Documenting RDC cases affecting Natura sites:
As with all Natura casework, cases must be fully documented with reasons for decisions made. 
Notes:  

1.  For applications mainly involving Natura site management, the Case Officer will normally be from SNH (or FCS for woodland sites).  For cases which are not primarily concerned with management of Natura features but have scope to impact on the features, the CO may well be from RPID or FCS.    

	Box 1:  Key steps in Natura considerations:  (these steps apply to all Natura casework, not just RDC cases)

· Are proposed works on or likely to affect a Natura site …..  

 -   If NO, no further consideration needed. 

 -   If YES:   are the proposed works    “directly connected with or necessary to site management for nature conservation and part of a fully assessed and agreed management programme”?

  -  If YES, record reasons for decision; no further Natura consideration will be needed for those works.      

  - If NO,     are the proposed works (either alone of in combination with other plans or projects) likely to have a significant effect on the site”? 

 -  If NO, record reasons for decision; no further Natura consideration needed for those works.    
  -  If YES, an ‘Appropriate Assessment’ must be carried out: this should determine whether it can be ascertained that the proposed works will not adversely affect the integrity of the site.   (Competent authorities are legally required to consult SNH over an Appropriate Assessment.)         
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