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HBC FIELDS: Extended Phase 1 Habitat 
Survey Update 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 

A previous extended Phase 1 habitat survey was carried out in 2011 for an Environmental 

Statement associated with Application 11/00269/FULEIA HBC Fields Hale Bank Road, Hale 

Bank, Widnes, for a warehouse development, which has still to be determined.  Due to the 

length of time which had elapsed since the previous surveys, a review of water bodies in the 

vicinity of the site and a rapid habitat assessment was carried out in March 2014, during which 

significant changes to the habitat were noted.  Therefore, Halton Borough Council 

commissioned AMEC Environment & Infrastructure UK Ltd (AMEC) to carry out a full 

extended Phase 1 habitat survey in order to update the habitat map and determine the need for 

updated protected species surveys. This report presents the methodology, results, and 

recommendations of the extended Phase 1 habitat survey. 

1.2 Existing Ecological Information 

Ecological assessment work has previously been undertaken in respect of the link road and the 

3MG development site by AMEC between 2005 and 2011.  The previous ecological surveys 

undertaken in respect of the scheme are listed in the EIA and include Phase 1 habitat surveys 

(AMEC, 2005
1
, 2008

2
 and 2011

3
), great crested newt presence/absence surveys 

(2006
4
, 2008

5
 and 2010

6
), breeding bird, water vole and Phase 2 vegetation surveys (2006

5
), bat 

activity and barn owl survey (2010
7
), water vole, tree and breeding bird surveys in respect of the 

A5300 link road (2011
4
).  

                                                      
1
 AMEC (2005). Ecological Survey, Ditton Freight Terminal. 

2
 AMEC (2008). 3MG A5300 Link Road, Supporting Environmental Information, Ecological Assessment 

– Phase 1 Survey. 

3
 AMEC (2011). HBC Fields Ditton EIA. 

4
 AMEC (2006). Ecology Surveys to Discharge Planning Conditions. 

5
 AMEC (2008). Great Crested Newt and Water Vole Survey Report. 

6
 AMEC (2010). Ditton 3MG Great Crested Newt Survey Report. 

7
 AMEC (2010). Ditton 3MG Bat Activity and Barn Owl Survey Report. 
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2. Methodology 

An extended Phase 1 habitat survey was undertaken by AMEC principal ecologist Jo Mosley.  

on 14
th
 April 2014 to assess the extent to which the habitats present on site had changed since 

the previous survey in 2008.  An additional area, to the west of the A5300 Link Road was 

subsequently surveyed by Andrew Whitfield (AMEC, Associate Director) on the 28
th
 May 

2014. The survey comprised a review of the existing Phase 1 habitat survey data/map and 

focussed on the same area as included in the Phase 1 completed for the 2010 Environmental 

Assessment.   

The survey method was based on the standard Phase 1 habitat survey methodology
8
.  Within the 

site boundary distinct habitats were identified and mapped.  The standard Phase 1 habitat survey 

methodology is concerned only with vegetation communities.  Therefore the method was 

extended
9
 to include the collection of information on other features of potential nature 

conservation value, particularly to identify the presence/potential presence of legally protected 

species, such as bats, reptiles, and badger (Meles meles).  Target notes were used to record the 

details and locations of features likely to be of nature conservation value, or too small to be 

mapped, specifically the following were recorded:  

• the presence or potential presence of habitats of nature conservation value; 

• evidence of the presence of legally protected species and other species of notable 

nature conservation value; and 

• the presence of habitats that could support legally protected or notable species. 

2.1 Constraints 

The nature of the excavation works which were ongoing throughout the survey meant that 

access to some parts of the site was limited.  However, as the majority of the site could be 

walked and was viewable from several high vantage points around the site, this did not represent 

a serious constraint to the survey. 

The survey of the main site was conducted just prior to the core time of year when most plants 

are identifiable (May – September).  Therefore, some species may not have been recorded 

during the survey work.  However, the different Phase 1 habitat types can be determined at any 

time of the year and it is considered very unlikely that a survey conducted later in the year 

would alter the Phase 1 survey results. 

                                                      
8
 Joint Nature Conservancy Council (2007) Handbook for Phase 1 Habitat Survey. Peterborough, UK.  

9
 Institute of Environmental Assessment (IEA) (1995) Guidelines for Baseline Ecological Assessment. 

E&FN Spon. 
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3. Results 

The principal change to habitats recorded since 2008 is the loss of arable farmland.  A large area 

of formerly arable land has been excavated during the construction of the A5300 link road, and 

is now a matrix of open bare ground, and newly re-colonising and more established grassland, 

with temporary earth bunds and standing water in places.  

A detailed description of the habitats recorded during the extended Phase 1 habitat survey is 

given below, along with a description of the site’s potential to support protected/notable species.  

The habitat map (Figure 1) and table of target notes (Table 3.1) are supplied in Appendix A.  

3.1.1 Habitats 

Bare/Disturbed Ground 

The site was being actively worked during the extended Phase 1 habitat survey resulting in large 

areas of bare earth and associated earth bunds and excavated pits
10

 across the centre of the site, 

some of which held shallow temporary pools of turbid standing water.  There is also an area of 

bare ground being worked outside the western site boundary which forms the embankment for 

the new link road (TN1).  

In addition there are several areas of previously worked ground which are being re-colonised by 

common pioneer grasses and herbs, forming a matrix of bare ground and poor semi-improved 

grassland.  

Grassland 

In addition to the patchy poor semi-improved grassland which is re-colonising bare areas, there 

are more established areas of poor semi-improved grassland
11

 in the eastern parts of the site 

where the transition from arable to grassland is complete.   

Species-poor semi-improved grassland 

Grass species dominate including Yorkshire fog (Holcus lanatus), common bent (Agrostis 

tenuis), cocksfoot (Dactylis glomerata), false oat-grass (Arrhenatherum elatius), fine-leaved 

sheep's fescue (Festuca ovina), and perennial rye-grass (Lolium perenne).  Occasional common 

forb species include dandelion (Taraxacum sp.), dove's-foot crane's-bill (Geranium molle), red 

deadnettle (Lamium purpureum), scentless mayweed (Tripleurospermum inodorum), common 

field speedwell (Veronica persica), and hedge mustard (Sisymbrium officinale).  Ruderal species 

such as creeping thistle (Cirsium arvense) and broad-leaved dock (Rumex obtusifolius) are also 

present.  

The area of semi-improved grassland to the west of the A5300 Link Road (TN7) is of variable 

quality with some areas indicating a degree of disturbance, possibly associated with 

                                                      
10

 The approximate extent of bare ground and location of bunds at the time of survey is shown on the 

habitat map but it should be noted that this is subject to change as the site is being continually worked. 

11
 Although there are some patches within the large area of grassland which are slightly more species-

rich, the area has been classed as poor semi-improved grassland as a whole based on the dominance of a 

small number of grass species across the vast majority of the area. 
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construction of the Link Road, some areas of higher diversity with species such as bird’s-foot 

trefoil Loutus corniculatus), common centaury (Centaurium erythraea) and southern marsh 

orchid (Dactylorhiza praetermissa) in damper areas. 

Marshy Grassland 

There are also two small areas of wet grassland which are damp underfoot and include species 

such as soft rush (Juncus effusus), hard rush (Juncus inflexus) and common reedmace (TN2 and 

3).  

Wildflower Grassland 

The broad strip of semi-improved neutral grassland in the southern part of the site adjacent to 

the elongated water body (Pond 3) and alongside the path was previously sown with a native 

seed mix in 2008 and has a greater proportion and variety of forbs including oxeye daisy 

(Leucanthemum vulgare), red campion (Silene dioica), vetch (Vicia sp.), selfheal (Prunella 

vulgaris), ragged robin (Lycnis flos cuculi) and common knapweed (Centaurea nigra) (TN4).  

Amenity Grassland 

Mown amenity grassland is also present alongside a tarmac path which runs adjacent to the 

southern and eastern borders of the site. Narrow bands of grassland adjacent to the planted 

bunds which were previously mapped as semi-improved neutral grassland, appear similar in 

character to the adjacent amenity grassland and have therefore been mapped as such.   

Ruderal 

Ruderal vegetation comprising mainly broad-leaved dock, spear thistle (Cirsium vulgare), 

creeping thistle, common nettle (Urtica dioica), rosebay willowherb (Chamerion 

angustifolium), and cleavers (Galium aparine) is present in a large undisturbed area adjacent to 

the defunct hedge in the northern part of the site.  Ruderal vegetation also dominates parts of the 

grassland in the north east corner, a small area in the field to the west of the Link Road and has 

colonised many of the earth bunds around the site.  

Swamp 

There is a small area of common reed (Phragmites australis) close to the large ruderal patch in 

the north of the site (TN5), and another swathe of common reed just outside the north east 

corner of the site adjacent to the railway embankment (TN6).  No standing water is present. 

Woodland 

Young broadleaved plantation woodland is present along the embankments close to the southern 

and eastern borders of the site.  Species present include silver birch (Betula pendula), oak 

(Quercus sp.), ash (Fraxinus excelsior), alder (Alnus glutinosa), hawthorn (Crataegus 

monogyna), Scots pine (Pinus sylvestris), field maple (Acer campestre), hazel (Corylus 

avellana), rowan (Sorbus aucuparia), and cherry (Prunus sp.).  Common grasses and ruderal 

species dominate the ground flora.  

Scattered Trees and Scrub 

There are occasional trees and patches of scrub dotted around the site, including remnant elder 

(Sambucus nigra) along the line of the defunct hedge, and occasional willow (Salix sp.) within 

the poor semi-improved grassland. 
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A larger area of dense scrub comprising willow, alder and bramble (Rubus fructicosus agg.) is 

present close to the new link road embankment in the western part of the site. The area of this 

habitat is much reduced compared to the previous 2008 survey as a large proportion of the scrub 

has been removed during the works.  

Hedges 

There is an intact species-poor hawthorn hedge running south west to north east in the western 

part of the site. The southern part of this hedge has been removed since the 2008 survey.  There 

is also a defunct section of hedge along the same line in the north west part of the site where 

remnant hawthorn and elder remain. 

There is a recently planted immature species-rich hedge running west to east in the southern part 

of the site.  The hedge is largely intact and includes hawthorn, blackthorn (Prunus spinosa), 

holly (Ilex aquifolium), hazel, oak and guelder-rose (Viburnum opulus). 

Open Water 

There are two shallow ditches within the site. A short section of a narrow ditch with very 

shallow water (~5cm) intersects the north eastern corner of the site. The ditch is choked with 

common reedmace (Typha latifolia), soft-rush, common reed, and debris such as old tyres.  

The other ditch runs in an easterly direction from a pipe outfall at the base of the new link road 

embankment to a constructed lagoon close to the defunct hedge. Although the banks of the ditch 

are ~1.5m in height, very little water was flowing at the time of the survey (<5cm depth). 

There are eight water bodies within the site, four of which were present during the original 2008 

survey (previously called P3, P5, P7 and P8)
12

; and a further four small water bodies which have 

developed/been created more recently (P9, P10, P11 and P12).   

There are also three water bodies outside the site within 500m of the site boundary, one of 

which was present during the original 2008 survey (P2).  The remaining two water bodies are 

immediately north of the site boundary adjacent to the railway line (P13 and P14). These are 

deep rectangular borrow pits which are largely dry but held some pools of shallow, muddy 

standing water at the time of the survey. 

Other ponds identified during 2008 are no longer present (P1, P2A, P2B, P4 and P6).  For 

continuity, the existing site ponds have been labelled in accordance with their previous pond 

numbers.  

There are also numerous temporary pools of standing water amidst the excavated areas.  These 

are generally shallow muddy pools which are liable to alter depending on recent rainfall and the 

nature and location of ongoing excavation work.  

A more detailed description of the water bodies is given in Table 3.2 in Appendix B.  

                                                      
12

 For continuity, water bodies which were identified during the 2008 survey have been labelled in 

accordance with their previous pond numbers, and new ponds have been assigned new consecutive 

numbers.  
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3.1.2 Fauna 

Based on the quality of the habitats present, the exposed, disturbed nature of the site, and the 

results of the previous surveys and desk study (see Section 1.2), the potential for protected or 

notable species at the site is limited to bats, great crested newts, breeding birds, and 

invertebrates. Legislation in relation to these groups is provided in Appendix C. 

Bats 

There is no habitat within the site boundary which has potential to support roosting bats.  

Buildings associated with Linner Farm to the south of the site have been previously surveyed in 

2007 and 2010, but no evidence of roosting bats was recorded, although common pipistrelle 

(Pipistrellus pipistrellus) and soprano pipistrelle (Pipistrellus pygmaeus) were recorded 

foraging around the buildings. 

The majority of the site has low potential for foraging bats due to its open and bare nature.  

However, the remnant mature hedge and dense scrub in the western part of the site, the 

immature hedge in the south of the site, the immature woodland, water bodies and areas of 

unmanaged grassland all have low to moderate potential for foraging bats.  

Great Crested Newts 

Great crested newt surveys were previously carried out at historical ponds by AMEC in 2006, 

2008 and 2010, and did not identify this species as utilising the site. However, there has been a 

recent report of a newt being found by a member of the public
13

, and the National Biodiversity 

Network (NBN) website includes a record of great crested newt being present a few hundred 

metres to the east of the site.  

Three of the four new ponds which have appeared on the site since the previous newt surveys 

are potentially suitable for great crested newts.  Furthermore, a large area of formerly arable 

habitat has been converted to poor semi-improved grassland in the east of the site, thereby 

increasing terrestrial habitat suitability for great crested newts.  The immature woodland, hedge 

and mature hedge and scrub also provide suitable terrestrial habitat.  

Breeding Birds 

Although much of the site is being actively worked and therefore disturbance levels are high, 

the large area of poor semi-improved grassland and less disturbed areas of bare ground, 

particularly those close to standing water, have moderate potential to support small numbers of 

ground nesting birds.  In addition, the remnant mature hedge and scrub, and some of the faster 

growing species within the immature woodland also have potential to support small numbers of 

nesting birds. 

During the site visit a small number of lapwing (Vanellus vanellus) and skylark (Alauda 

arvensis) were observed displaying, suggesting that they may be nesting or attempting to nest 

on the site.  Occasional reed bunting (Emberiza schoeniclus), mallard (Anas platyrhynchos), 

shelduck (Tadorna tadorna) and magpie (Pica pica) were also observed.  

                                                      
13

 AMEC believes that it is not known exactly where the newt was found, and so it may not have come 

from the site 
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Invertebrates 

The water bodies within the site have moderate potential to support a range of aquatic 

invertebrates, and the large areas of grassland have moderate potential to support a variety of 

terrestrial invertebrates, including potentially notable species such as dragonflies and butterflies.  

4. Conclusions  

The character of the site has changed significantly since the previous extended Phase 1 habitat 

survey undertaken in 2011. The principal change has been the loss of arable habitat and its 

replacement with open bare ground and semi-improved grassland.  The number and character of 

water bodies within the site has also altered since the original surveys.  These changes in habitat 

have lead to an increased potential for the site to support protected or notable species, namely 

bats, great crested newts, breeding birds and invertebrates. 

4.1 Bats 

The 2011 EIA indicated that the habitats which were historically present on site were considered 

to be of a low value for foraging bats (comprising largely arable with few field boundaries). No 

activity surveys over the site as a whole were therefore undertaken.  Due to changes in 

guidance, it is recommended bat foraging surveys are undertaken of the site to identify the 

extent to which it is used by foraging bats.  

4.2 Great Crested Newts 

Due to the time elapsed since the previous surveys, and the presence of additional waterbodies 

on-site, it is considered that an update of the great crested newt surveys is required to establish 

their potential presence on the site.   

4.3 Breeding Birds 

With the significant change in the habitat composition and structure found across the majority of 

the site; from arable land to semi-improved land, the potential for nesting birds and more 

specifically ground-nesting birds has increased. 

The semi-improved grassland offers potential nesting and foraging habitat and is likely to be 

used for breeding/nesting by a range of common bird species (and possibly waders due to the 

presence of the numerous permanent and semi-permanent water bodies across the site) during 

the breeding season. 

Given the on-going disturbance on site related to the construction work a full breeding bird 

survey is probably unnecessary however it is recommended that the locations of breeding bird 

activity should be undertaken to allow for sensitive site operation and to inform evaluation of 

the current site and associated impacts. 
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Appendix A  
Habitat Map and Target Notes 

Table A.1 Target Notes 

Target Note Description 

1 Embankment for the new A5300 link road currently under construction, comprising bare ground 
excavated from across the site. 

2 
Small area of damp grassland within an area of amenity grassland at ~ NGR SJ 47901 84265. Soft rush 

and hard rush are present.  

3 Small area of damp grassland, very boggy underfoot at ~ NGR SJ 48272 84285. Common reedmace 
present. 

4 
An area of semi-improved neutral grassland which was seeded in 2008 as part of landscaping works. 

Two species mixes were sourced from Landlife and comprised a ‘wetland pond edge meadow seed mix’ 

and a ‘Scottish meadow seed source’.  This area has a greater proportion and variety of forbs than the 

re-colonising arable areas and the amenity grassland at the site. 

5 A small patch of common reed close to the defunct hedge line in the north of the site at ~NGR SJ 47931 
84572. Damp underfoot at the time of the survey but no standing water present.  

6 A swathe of common reed adjacent to the railway line outside the north eastern site boundary at ~NGR 
SJ 48360 84593.  No standing water present.  

7 
Area of semi-improved grassland, willow scrub and tall ruderal vegetation.  The grassland is of variable 
quality with creeping bent (Agrostis stolonifera), Yorkshire fog (Holcus lanatus),red fescue (Festuca 
rubra),  birds foot trefoil (Lotus corniculatus), ribwort plantain (Plantago lanceolata), creeping thistle 
(Cirsium arvense), hop trefoil (Trifolium campestre), knapweed (Centaurea nigra) and southern marsh 
orchid (Dactylorhiza praetermissa), marsh woundwaort (Stachys palustris) and soft rush (Juncus effusus) 
in damper areas. An area of dense, and spreading willow scrub is present as is an area of dense scrub/ 
tall ruderal vegetation with bramble (Rubus fruticosus), great willowherb (Epilobium hirsutum), nettle 
(Urtica dioica) and elder (Sambucus nigra). 
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Appendix B  
Water Bodies  

Table B.2 Water Bodies 

Water Body 
Reference 

Description 

P2 SJ474846  Oval pond , ~25m x 15m dominated by Jointed rush and common reedmace with pondweed  
(Potamogeton sp), purple loosestrife (Lythrum salicaria)  water plantain (Alisma plantago-aquatica)r  

P3 SJ481841 Large surface water balancing pond, ~250m x 15m, on the southern side of the side. Sparse 
surrounding vegetation where wildflower seeding has failed with some emergent vegetation including soft 
rush (Juncus effusus), yellow iris (Iris pseudacorus), water plantain and common reedmace (Typha 
latifolia).  

P5 
SJ 48097 84339 Roughly square pond ~60m x 50m dominated by dense swathes of common reedmace 

with occasional young willow around margins.  Little standing water present at the time of survey. 

P7 SJ 48346 84364  Large roughly oval pond which has grown significantly since original survey and is now 
~ 300m x 50m and ~30cm deep.  Thick belt of common reedmace along northern edge interspersed with 
hard rush and frequent water-plantain.  

P8 SJ482841 Oval shaped fishing pond ~30m x 10m with likely depth >1m. Pond similar in character to 
previous survey. Marginal vegetation comprises common reedmace, soft rush, hard rush, water plantain 
and yellow iris. 

P9 SJ 47891 84586  A steep-sided rectangular borrow/drainage pit ~30m x 10m. A drain from the west of 
the site discharges to the water body, although flow was little more than a trickle at the time of survey.  
Water quality very poor (extremely silty) and no aquatic macrophytes present.  

P10 SJ 47791 84593  A small pond (~20m x 15m) established in an excavated depression. Held ~30 to 40cm 
of water at the time of survey.  Common reedmace present across the majority of open water.   

P11 SJ 47943 84600 Small pond ~10m x 4m formed in a rutted depression surrounded by ruderal vegetation. 
Held ~10cm depth of turbid water at the time of survey and large clumps of algae present.   

P12 SJ 47931 84585  Small oval pond ~15m x 10m with a narrow fringe of reedmace present.  

P13 SJ 47793 84630  A long rectangular borrow pit ~250m x 25m adjacent to the railway line just outside the 
northern site boundary.  Virtually dry at the time of survey with only very shallow occasional puddles of 
silty water present. 

P14 SJ 480134 84630  A second long rectangular borrow pit ~ 200m x 25m adjacent to the railway line just 
outside the northern site boundary.  Holding ~20cm water at the time of survey with common reedmace 
present in places. 
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Appendix C  
Legislation 

Bats (Rhinolophidae and Vespertilionidae) 

All British bat species are listed in Schedule 5 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (as 

amended) and Schedule 2 of the Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2010 (as 

amended).  They are afforded full protection under Section 9(4) of the Act and Regulation 41 of 

the Regulations.  These make it an offence, inter alia, to: 

• deliberately capture, injure or kill a bat; 

• deliberately disturb a bat (this applies anywhere, not just at its roost), in particular 

in such a way as to be likely to: 

- impair their ability to survive, breed or reproduce, or rear or nurture their 

young;  

- impair their ability to hibernate or migrate; and  

- affect significantly the local distribution or abundance of that bat species.  

• damage or destroy a breeding site or resting place of any bat; 

• intentionally or recklessly disturb a bat while it is occupying a structure or place 

that it uses for shelter or protection; or 

• intentionally or recklessly obstruct access to any place that a bat uses for shelter or 

protection (this is taken to mean all bat roosts whether bats are present or not). 

In addition, five British bat species are listed on Annex II of the Habitats Directive.  These are: 

• Greater horseshoe bat (Rhinolophus ferrumequinum); 

• Lesser horseshoe bat; 

• Bechstein’s bat (Myotis bechsteinii); 

• Barbastelle (Barbastella barbastellus); and  

• Greater mouse-eared bat (Myotis myotis).  

In certain circumstances where these species are found the Directive requires the designation of 

Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) by EC member states to ensure that their populations are 

maintained at a favourable conservation status.  Outside SACs, the level of legal protection that 

these species receive is the same as for other bat species.   

Great crested newt (Triturus cristatus) 

The great crested newt is listed in Schedule 5 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (as 

amended) and Schedule 2 of the Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2010 (as 

amended).  It is afforded protection under Section 9(4) of the Act and Regulation 41 of the 

Regulations.  These make it an offence, inter alia, to: 
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• deliberately capture, injure or kill any such newt; 

• deliberately disturb any such newt, in particular in such a way as to be likely to: 

- impair their ability to survive, breed or reproduce, or rear or nurture their 

young; and  

- impair their ability to hibernate or migrate. 

- affect significantly the local distribution or abundance of that species; 

• deliberately take or destroy the eggs of such a newt; 

• damage or destroy a breeding site or resting place of any such newt;  

• intentionally or recklessly disturb any such newt while it is occupying a structure 

or place that it uses for shelter or protection; or 

• intentionally or recklessly obstruct access to any place that any such newt uses for 

shelter or protection. 

This relates to both the aquatic and terrestrial habitat they occupy.  The legislation applies to all 

life stages of this species. 

Birds 

With certain exceptions14, all wild birds, their nests and eggs are protected by section 1 of the 

Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (as amended).  Therefore, it is an offence, inter alia, to: 

• intentionally kill, injure or take any wild bird; 

• intentionally take, damage or destroy the nest of any wild bird while it is in use or 

being built; or 

• intentionally take or destroy the egg of any wild bird.   

These offences do not apply to hunting of birds listed in Schedule 2 of the Act subject to various 

controls. 

Bird species listed on Schedule 1 of the Act receive further protection, thus for these species it is 

also an offence to: 

• intentionally or recklessly disturb any bird while it is nest building, or is at a nest 

containing eggs or young; or 

• intentionally or recklessly disturb the dependent young of any such bird. 

For golden eagle, white-tailed eagle and osprey, it is also an offence to: 

• take, damage or destroy the nest of these species (this applies at any time, not only 

when the nest is in use or being built). 

 

                                                      
14 Some species, such as game birds, are exempt in certain circumstances. 
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Figure 1
Phase 1 Habitat Plan
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