
THORP ARCH TRADING ESTATE ACTION GROUP
OBJECTION TO PLANNING APPLICATION 13/03061

2,000 HOUSES ON THORP ARCH TRADING ESTATE

Volume 4 – ECOLOGICAL ISSUES
Contact: Peter Locke, Chairman 

14 Thorp Arch Park, Thorp Arch, LS23 7AN

Added congestion Loss of prime agricultural land Overwhelming local opposition

Site asbestos contamination Gridlock on Bridge Rd again Poor accessibility

Does this look brownfield to you? Unsuitable re-routing of local traffic Loss of flora and fauna



 1 

Planning application 13/03061. 2000 houses on Thorp Arch Trading Estate.  
 
Objection on the grounds of Ecological damage. 
 
 
Background: 
 
Magnesian Limestone is recognised as a nationally scarce habitat type and is included 
within Annex I of the EC Habitats and Species Directive. 
 
Thorp Arch Trading Estate is situated on the Magnesian Limestone Ridge. This has been 
described by the Yorkshire Wildlife Trust as an ‘invertebrate superhighway’. It forms a narrow 
band of Yorkshire, and is actually a ridge of magnesian limestone that runs along the eastern 
edge of the Pennines overlooking the Vale of York. It is a remnant of an ancient tropical sea 
that existed approximately 250 million years ago. Due to its geology, the ridge supports fertile 
soils, so some areas, such as those surrounding Thorp Arch, are farmed intensively. With 
increases in industry, growing urban environments and farming, many of the ridge’s 
specialised habitats are now under threat. 
 
One such habitat is limestone, or calcareous, grassland, which can still be found on less 
accessible areas of the ridge that have not been intensively farmed and retain the thin 
limestone soils. These soils provide the right conditions for wildflower-rich grasslands; they 
are alkaline and free draining, which prevent coarse plant species from dominating and allow 
the more delicate wildflowers to flourish. Lowland calcareous grassland is one of Western 
Europe’s most intricately diverse plant communities, supporting a whole range of wildlife from 
beautiful butterflies and wildflowers, to fascinating insects, mammals and birds – many of 
these species are specialists and are unable to live anywhere else. 
 
 
Calcareous grassland is a national, regional and local BAP (Biodiversity Action Plan) 
priority habitat. 
 
It is not only Agricultural intensification and the decline of mixed farming which threaten this 
habitat. Further threats include: 
 

• Development Activities such as road building, housebuilding and landfill  
• Fragmentation This brings increased risk of species extinctions in the small remnant 

areas 
• Recreational pressure This may bring about floristic changes associated with 

trampling of vegetation and soil compaction at some key sites 
• Invasion by non-native plants  

 
TATE Ecology: 
 
Much of the area proposed for development at Thorp Arch is calcareous grassland. Prior to 
becoming a munitions factory, the land was farmed. This was in the era before intensive 
agricultural practices, and it would have included meadows rich with many species of grass 
and flowers. Some of this grassland has remained undisturbed for over 70 years  
 
It is very well known locally that the land supports a huge variety of wildflowers and insects, 
and that there are many interesting birds to be seen. Bats are very commonly seen on 
summer evenings. Wild deer are occasionally spotted on the site. Local children use the old 
railway line as a place to ‘spot’ nature – insects, birds, wild flowers etc. This is encouraged by 
the notice boards at either end of this stretch, which were erected by Leeds City Council and 
Sustrans, and which tells visitors about the interesting ecology, and lists some of the species 
that can be seen. 
 
There are areas of land on TATE which have already been designated as Sites of Ecological 
and Geological Importance (SEGI). West Yorkshire Ecology (WYE) have recently surveyed 
the area and found that there are further large areas which also qualify for the new Local 
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Wildlife Site selection criteria, including much of Zone 1, the area proposed for initial 
development. This area is made up of open grassland, which has never been developed. 
(This is confirmed by the applicants in para 13.4.7 of their Environmental Statement.) 
In the Planning Officer’s assessment of this area, presented to the City Plans Panel in 
September, he concurs with this description of grassland, and also notes some notable large 
mature trees. 
 
Calcareous grassland is a national, regional and local BAP (Biodiversity Action Plan) priority 
habitat. The council has a duty to consider UK BAP priority habitats and species under s41 
and s42 of the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006. 
 
The National Planning Policy Framework paragraph 111 “encourages re-using land that has 
been previously developed (brownfield land), provided that it is not of high environmental 
value” (emphasis added). This will apply to the Brownfield parts of the site. Other areas are in 
our opinion, Greenfield. This is either because they have never been developed, or because 
they have reverted to a natural landscape. This Brownfield/Greenfield issue will be the subject 
of a separate objection. 
 
The land at Thorp Arch quite clearly qualifies as land of high environmental value, and 
consequently cannot be considered as land which is considered as priority building land, 
despite the applicant’s claims. In addition, Zone 1 has specifically been declared by the 
applicant as ‘never developed’. The land is in a rural, not an urban setting. 
 
Other areas which qualified for Local Wildlife Site selection criteria, specified by WYE, include 
the land at the entrance to the ‘Western Corridor’ and moving along the Old Railway Line 
(extending the existing SEGI), much of Zone 5, and some of the land proposed as community 
land. WYE stressed that they had not looked at the whole site, so there are likely to be still 
more areas which would qualify. Note the route of the relief road is along SEGI land and 
would destroy a wildlife corridor. 
 
We are unable to find evidence of any assessment of the land for the possibility of “Open 
mosaic habitat on previously developed land”, another UK Biodiversity Action Plan Priority 
Habitat. 
 
Development of the Trading Estate and disruption of the old railway line at Thorp Arch would 
lead to fragmentation of an intricate ecological network, and interrupt an important wildlife 
corridor, which runs between intensively farmed arable land. Threats to the ecology would 
also arise from recreational pressure, and invasion by non-native plants. 
 
The rural nature of the area makes this wildlife corridor all the more important. A healthy 
insect population is vital for many reasons, including maintaining the bird population. Due to 
modern intensive farming practices, this is under constant threat. Wildlife corridors such as 
the old railway line link up larger areas of abundant wildlife such as the trading estate. 
 
This application does not meet the requirements of Policies SA1, N49, N50, N51 orN52 of the 
Leeds UDP, nor does it conform to Policies G7 and G8 in the emerging LDF.  Development 
would also be contrary to paragraphs 117 and 118 of the NPPF, contrary to the EU 
Biodiversity Strategy, and the Government’s Strategy for England’s Wildlife and Ecosystems 
Services, ‘to halt overall biodiversity loss, support healthy well-functioning ecosystems and 
establish coherent ecological networks, with more and better places for nature for the benefit 
of wildlife and people.’ This forms the basis of the ecological policies in the NPPF, and is set 
out in the DEFRA publication ‘Biodiversity 2020’  
 
Planning should minimise impacts on biodiversity and geodiversity, to halt overall biodiversity 
loss according to the NPPF.  
 
These plans have been submitted without the ecological survey even being complete, 
suggesting that the design of the application has not had regard for the ecological importance 
of the site, which is well known. 
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There are claims within the planning application which suggest a complete lack of respect or 
understanding of the ecology of the site. For example ‘Existing landscape and ecological 
corridors are largely retained to the western edge of the site, whilst acting as the principle 
access route to the development via a proposed relief road’. (Environmental Impact 
assessment, vol 1). 
 
This statement is contradictory – the relief road is to take the route of the old railway line, a 
SEGI site and an obvious ecological corridor – using this land for the relief road will largely 
destroy the existing wildlife corridor, including the SEGI site and the area identified by WYE 
as qualifying landscape. The area proposed for community use will suffer a large degree of 
recreational pressure, even if the thin Calcareous soil is left undisturbed, which is most 
unlikely. Following remediation of the contamination on the site, topsoil is planned to be 
imported for use in gardens and landscaped areas, which is not likely to be from a site of 
similar geology, and will therefore cause disruption to the ecosystem.  
 
The ecological impact of site decontamination has not been assessed. This is likely to involve 
removal of huge volumes of contaminated surface soil, which currently poses very little risk if 
left undisturbed. This is likely to be replaced with soil of a totally different geology, and will 
destroy the existing habitat permanently. 
 
Additionally, one of the remediation systems proposed for this contaminated site, is to provide 
a ‘confidence scrape’ which will remove the top 300mm to 600mm, or up to 3 metres where 
there is made ground. The site has many mature trees which LCC wish to see preserved. 
Many of these will post-date the use of the site as an ROFF (the initial usage starting in the 
early 1940’s). Therefore there is no reason to suppose that the areas immediately around the 
mature trees are any less likely to be contaminated than anywhere else. So these areas too 
must be ‘scraped’. How this will be accomplished immediately around and up to these mature 
trees, and whether any of them can be expected to survive the ‘scrape’, is not addressed in 
the application. 
 
 
Summary 
 
There is no question that Thorp Arch Trading Estate is of ecological importance. The habitat it 
supports is listed within Annex I of the EC Habitats and Species Directive. 
 
It has large areas of UK BAP priority Habitat land within it. Much of this has already been 
designated as SEGI land. Much of the remaining land, including that proposed for initial 
development has been assessed by WYE as also qualifying for Local Wildlife Area selection.  
 
When assessment is complete, it is likely that more areas will qualify. The land supports a 
huge degree of biodiversity which is important in the surrounding intensive agricultural 
landscape. A regionally important wildlife corridor is under threat by this development. The 
land clearly does not qualify as ‘brownfield with priority for development’, and is in a rural 
location.  
 
The application does not meet the requirements of many regional, national or European 
strategies. On these grounds, amongst many others, the application should be refused. 
 
 




