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1. Description of site and proposals 
1.1. The application site is a nature reserve owned and operated by the Royal Society for 

the Protection of Birds (RSPB). The application site is located in an area of marshland 

known as Sutton Fen to the north west of Wood Farm, Wood Street, Catfield. The fen is 

to the east of Barton Turf which is on the opposite side of the River Ant (40m to the 

west at its closest point) and Barton Broad to the south west of the site. Access to the 

site is via an access track which runs to the south east to Wood Farm and joins the 

public highway at Wood Street, Catfield. This track is in the ownership of Wood Farm 

and the RSPB have an access agreement in place with the landowner.  

1.2. The site as a nature reserve is important in terms of protected species and habitat. 

Sutton Fen is part of The Broadland Special Area of Conservation (SAC), the Broadland 

Special Protection Area (SPA), The Broadland Ramsar and The Ant Broads and Marshes 

Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). The fen is managed entirely as a nature reserve 

for the benefit of wildlife with limited public access. The reserve supports a wide range 

of SSSI and SAC species and habitats and of particular note are its areas of SAC 

Calcareous Fen (an Annex 1 priority habitat) and its very large population of fen orchid 

(an Annex 2 priority species). 

1.3. Sutton Fen is currently in favourable SSSI condition, although a number of SSSI threats 

have been registered against its various SSSI Units by Natural England, including 

Crassula helmsii in SSSI Unit 8 which has been categorised as a high risk.  

1.4. Crassula is an invasive, non native, aquatic weed which is native to Australia and New 

Zealand. It grows vigorously in wet habitats such as Sutton Fen and outcompetes native 

vegetation. As such, Crassula is considered a major threat to the conservation value of 

wetlands in the UK. 

1.5. Due to its low lying nature and proximity to the River Ant and Barton Broad, Sutton Fen 

is at risk of flooding and is located within Flood Zone 3 as identified by the Environment 

Agency. The site is set back from most public viewpoints, but is located within the 
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Broads Authority area and this area of fen and marshland is an important feature in the 

wider protected landscape.  

1.6. Planning permission is sought for engineering works directly associated with a proposed 

scheme of Crassula eradication. The applicant has set out that the proposal is based on 

the available scientific evidence of eradicating the Crassula (ie to remove it from the 

site), but in the first instance to stop its further spread. The applicant states that there 

is little information on the effective control and eradication of Crassula, however, the 

available information has been reviewed and the submitted plan is considered to be the 

most appropriate approach with the greatest prospect for success in this location. 

1.7. The chosen method is to spray the plant with a pesticide treatment (Roundup) to 

reduce its vigour, then to bury the plant with compacted peat to prevent it from 

photosynthesising, leaving the area covered and undisturbed for at least 10 years. A 

deer proof fence will be installed to minimise ground disturbance of the peat. 

1.8. The peat overburden would be obtained by the excavation of a pond, which would in 

itself be designed to provide biodiversity gain in this location. The excavation will create 

a c. 0.45Ha pool, dug up to 60cm depth but mostly 30cm to 50cm depth. The applicant 

has stated that the RSPB have previous experience of pond digging at Sutton Fen SSSI 

Units, and this experience will be used in maximising ecological value, for example 

through varied edge, varied profile and being mostly shallow with some deeper areas, 

etc. Based on the succession of the ponds at Sutton Fen, it is expected that this new 

pond will become vegetated to >50% cover in 10 years and be swamp / fen vegetation 

within 20 years.  

2. Site history 
2.1. None relevant to this application at the site, however a separate planning application 

has been submitted by the RSPB for nearby Catfield Fen (Ref. BA/2020/0254/FUL) at 

the same time as this application. This separate application relates to a water 

management scheme as part of a proposed habitat restoration scheme.  

2.2. The applications are not interdependent.  The second application is not being 

determined at the same time because additional hydrological information is required 

(and awaited) to overcome a Natural England objection.  

3. Consultations received 

Parish Council 
3.1. In response to this application and application ref. BA/2020/0254/FUL the Parish 

Council stated that it does not have the expertise to assess authoritatively the scientific 

merits of the proposals but it notes their significant scale and the use of heavy 

machinery. It would therefore ask the relevant bodies, the Broads Authority and 

Natural England, to consider their content carefully and not just approve them as 'self-

evidently a good thing'. 
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Environment Agency 
3.2. No objection. No objection to using the evacuations. Looking at it on a risk based 

approach the development is classified as is water compatible, in a marshland area and 

it is only temporary while the Crassula dies back. The new pond would provide 

compensation within that time. There are no neighbouring developments which would 

be at risk of this proposal. 

BA Landscape 
3.3. No objection 

Natural England 
3.4. Natural England consented RSPB directly for this work to undertake treatment of 

Crassula at Sutton Fen on August 31st 2020.  In terms of the planning perspective, 

Natural England consented the work and have no objection.   

4. Representations 
4.1. No representations regarding this application however there have been discussions 

regarding the application BA/2020/254/FUL where this application was mentioned with 

neighbouring land owners.  

5. Policies 
5.1. The adopted development plan policies for the area are set out in the Local Plan for the 

Broads (adopted 2019). 

5.2. The following policies were used in the determination of the application: 

• DM5 Development and flood risk 

• DM10 Peat soils 

• DM13 Natural Environment 

• DM16 Development and Landscape 

• DM18 Excavated Materials 

• DM23 Transport, highways and access 

5.3. The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) is a material consideration. 

6. Assessment 
6.1. The key consideration is the principle of development, which considers the impact upon 

the statutorily protected habitat and nature reserves site features; then the site specific 

considerations of impacts upon the wider landscape, peat soil and flood risk are also 

key considerations. 

https://www.broads-authority.gov.uk/planning/planning-policies/development
https://www.broads-authority.gov.uk/planning/planning-policies/development
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Principle of development 
6.2. As set out in the application’s supporting statement and design and access statement, 

the land in question is a nature reserve owned and operated by the RSPB solely for the 

benefit of wildlife. As set out in the technical information, the identified risk of the 

invasive non native species Crassula Hemsii is considered a threat to Sutton Fen in 

terms of loss of habitat and species which are important features of the site. There is a 

requirement for the applicant therefore to address this threat which Natural England 

have identified.  

6.3. On this basis, the applicant has proposed to eradicate the Crassula on site. The risk 

posed by the existing invasive species and its potential to expand is significant and has 

resulted in a scheme of works which are extensive enough to require planning 

permission by virtue of excavation of the pond and some degree of land raising. 

Separate consent is required from Natural England, which has been granted in advance 

of this planning application being determined.   

6.4. In policy terms, both the NPPF and Local Plan for the Broads do in principle support the 

works as the scheme has the primary objective to restore and create new habitat. 

(Policy DM13 (b) of the Local Plan for the Broads and Paragraph 175, part d) of the 

National Planning Policy Framework). 

6.5. In regards to the proposed works, the applicant has been clear in setting out that there 

is not a guaranteed solution to the issue of this particular invasive species. However the 

method proposed is based on scientific research and existing case studies. The Broads 

Authority’s ecologist has assessed the methodology and does not object. Natural 

England have been consulted on this application and do not object to the proposed 

methodology and stated that they have approved the separate consenting process that 

they administer.  

6.6. In summary, the proposed works are in principle acceptable. Whilst the site lies in an 

area of statutory protection for its biodiversity and wildlife features, the works are 

primarily to conserve these features and the application has set out a thought through 

methodology which has the potential to eradicate the invasive species with no 

identified harm to the remaining site’s protected features. The proposed pond, which 

would be created following the excavation of the peat, would have the potential to 

increase the biodiversity of the site which is potentially an additional benefit of the 

proposed scheme.  

Impact upon the landscape 
6.7. The application site is located within an area of low lying marshes within Landscape 

Character Area: 28 Ant Valley - Wayford Bridge to Turf Fen. 

6.8. This is often a difficult area to view, as much of the area is inaccessible and carr 

woodland often terminates views within the area and to the landscape beyond.  There 

is a contrast between the busyness of the waterways (during the summer months) and 
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the limited land-based access. There are a significant number of areas designated for 

their nature conservation value. 

6.9. The proposal has a landscape effect due to the excavation of the pool, which would 

create a new landscape feature.  This would not be particularly uncharacteristic of the 

area and is likely to be colonised with fen vegetation so that overtime the initial 

adverse effect would be mitigated. 

6.10. The creation of the raised area would introduce a more uncharacteristic landscape 

feature in the flat marshland. This could be mitigated by improving the design of the 

earthwork, and by re-vegetation.  The site is proposed to be re-vegetated through 

natural succession which has previously occurred at the site and has been successful.   

6.11. The visual effects associated with this proposal are limited because the site is in an 

isolated location with few visual receptors and a lack of public access.  The proposed 

pool and raised area of peat could potentially be partially visible from the river by boat 

users during winter when canopies of intervening trees are not in leaf. At worst, this 

would be a minor adverse effect. 

6.12. The proposed sections of the proposed burial area show steep edges on the raised area 

of compacted peat which, together with straight sides and flat top would create an 

appearance of a man-made/engineered feature which would make it more noticeable 

in the marsh landscape.  It would be preferable for the edges of the raised area to be 

more gently graduated back to existing ground levels, whilst edges of the raised area 

could be less straight and the top could have some slight variation in topography. This 

can be dealt with by way of condition. 

6.13. On the basis that a minor alteration to the proposed raised land can be agreed through 

an amended drawing, the development is not considered to have an adverse landscape 

impact in the long-term. Any short term impacts are limited and the applicant has 

considered these and addressed them as best they can in terms of succession planting 

and pond design. The features proposed are of limited visibility and when considered 

against the function and statutory protection of the nature reserve, there is a 

justification for the proposed works in landscape terms and the proposal is considered 

to accord with Policy DM16 of the Local Plan for the Broads and paragraphs 170 a), b) 

and 172 of the NPPF.  

Peat 
6.14. In regards to the proposed peat excavation, this is to be assessed against policy DM10 

of the Local Plan for the Broads. Peat is an important soil typology which provides many 

ecosystem services. It is also the basis for the species-rich fen which this site seeks to 

protect through its statutory protection and nature conservation land use. Additionally, 

peat is a carbon sink and is of importance due to the palaeoenvironmental information 

stored in the layers of peat. As such, policy DM10 seeks to protect peat and there is a 

presumption in favour of in-situ preservation of peat unless four criteria are met.  These 

are set out below at 6.16. 
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6.15. In this instance, it is considered that the majority of the spoil will be peat from the 

information provided by the applicant by the very nature of this site. The depth of the 

excavations is relatively limited and therefore peat coring would not add any additional 

information regarding the quality of peat, and its presence on site as this is not 

disputed.  

6.16. Policy DM10 does allow for unavoidable harm or loss to peat where it can be 

demonstrated that there is not a less harmful viable option and(i), the amount of harm 

has been reduced to a minimum (ii), satisfactory provision is made for the evaluation, 

recording and interpretation of the peat prior to commencement of development (iii), 

and finally the peat is disposed of in a way that will limit carbon loss in to the 

atmosphere(iv). As addressed in the principle of development section of the report, 

there is an identified need to complete the works to protect the SSSI features of the 

site. This proposal is considered the most likely viable and successful option to stem the 

spread and potentially eradicate Crassula from the site. As such, the proposal is 

considered to meet criterion i) of Policy DM10 of the Local Plan for the Broads. 

6.17. The development sees the extent of the peat being the minimum possible that would 

have a realistic chance of suppressing the invasive species. In allowing the pond and 

raised area to be retained in the same area and use, including succession planting, the 

site would protect all peat under the excavated site which limits harm in accordance 

with criterion ii) of Policy DM10 of the Local Plan for the Broads.  

6.18. A condition would be attached to ensure that prior to excavation of the peat, access is 

permitted to relevant bodies to take samples of the peat and to make this information 

available during the course of the development where required. On this basis the 

proposal would meet criterion iii) of Policy DM10 of the Local Plan for the Broads.   

6.19. In regards to the emission of CO2 from the excavated peat, criteria iv) of Policy DM10 of 

the Local Plan for the Broads is relevant.  As material will be laid on marsh land at a 

slightly elevated level (0.6m max) there is a chance that some of this excavated peat 

would dry out. When peat dries out it releases CO2 which is to be avoided and is one of 

the principles behind the Policy. However, as the area is to be compacted and the 

overall character is marsh, it can be expected that the lower part of the peat would 

retain moisture.  Alternative options had been suggested by the BA landscape architect 

in terms of using peat from a neighbouring site (ref. BA/2020/0254/FUL), however this 

is reliant on planning permission being granted, and would not be acceptable in terms 

of moving materials between sites which could result in bio-contamination and also 

increased CO2 emissions from moving the peat. Finally, the applicant has stated that 

the proposal through creation of a pond as well as the wider site’s carbon sequestering 

credentials means that the net impact would not be adverse in this instance.  

6.20. Considering the need for the development and the limited impact on peat following 

consideration given to this issue by the applicant the proposal is considered to meet all 

relevant criteria of Policy DM10 of the Local Plan for the Broads.  
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Flood risk 
6.21. Whilst the site is located in the highest area of flood risk, the works would not have an 

adverse impact upon flood risk . A flood risk assessement has been submitted with the 

application and the Environment Agency have assessed this and do not object to the 

scheme.  

6.22. The development is classified as is water compatible,located  in a marshland area and it 

is only temporary while the Crassula dies back. The new pond would provide 

compensation within that time and there are no neighbouring developments which 

would be at risk of this proposal. The proposal is therefore in accordance with Policy 

DM5 of the Local Plan for the Broads.  

6.23. During the development construction phase, a flood response plan for contractors 

would be required to be submitted prior to commencement of works.  

7. Conclusion 
7.1. The development has been proposed as part of the RSPB Sutton Fen Nature Reserve’s 

on going management of the site to protect its status as a statutorily protected SSSI and 

address a high risk threat . The works as proposed are therefore supported in principle 

by Policy DM13 and the NPPF.  

7.2. The works do involve excavation of peat and creation of new landscape features. The 

landscape features would not have an adverse landscape impact subject to details of 

the raised area being amended, and the impact of the loss of peat has been minimised. 

The landscape feature of the shallow pond is considered to potentially result in 

biodiversity gain.  

7.3. On balance, the benefits of the scheme in terms of protecting the site’s conservation 

importance far outweigh the impacts of the potential for loss of peat in the form of 

potential CO2 emissions. The proposal has not been identified to result in adverse 

landscape harm and is potentially a tempory process if this results in the eradication of 

the Crassula. Conditions are proposed to ensure the LPA retains control of development 

should the future remediation of the site becomes possible. 

8. Recommendation 
8.1. Approval subject to standard conditions and the following additional conditions:-  

• Additional details of raised land form 

• Flood response plan  

• CEMP to be submitted including details of biosecurity measures for development 

phase to be submitted 

• Reasonable access made available to the site to record the peat from relevant 

bodies should it be required prior to commencement of development 
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• Details of remediation works prior to commencement of any remediation/site 

restoration following eradication of crassula.  

9. Reason for recommendation 
9.1. The proposed development is considered to accord with all relevant policies of the 

Loca`l Plan for the Broads and the NPPF.  

Author: Jack Ibbotson 

Date of report: 25 January 2021 

Appendix 1 – Location map
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