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ENGLAND

This letter is sent by email only
oth August 2024

Dear Sir/Madam
Re: Sea Link project targeted consultation

Thank you for informing us of your targeted consultation regarding the Sea Link
project update. Please find below our comments on the consultation materials,
along with some additional points regarding the Suffolk proposals requesting
further detail about the construction activities proposed at and around RSPB
North Warren.

Comments on the Proposals in Suffolk

North Warren landfall justification

Documents issued at previous consultations gave great weight to the capacity of
North Warren as the only landfall site (of the options considered) capable of
supporting project co-location. This point was used to justify the choice of North
Warren as the final landfall location, despite its significant environmental
importance. We commented on our concerns around this in our previous
consultation response of 18th December 2023. We are therefore disappointed
that, despite the removal of co-location from the proposals, no reassessment of
the landfall options and their environmental impacts has been presented. As we
have commented in our previous response, insufficient evidence has been
provided that it is not possible for the Sea Link project to avoid designated sites
(especially when considered alone) and therefore we maintain our objection to
the proposals in their current form as we consider that this could set a
damaging precedent with regard construction within SSSIs.

RSPB England Headquarters Tel: 01767 693 777 DY 3 ol it

First Floor ({) @RSPBEngIand T passif}nate or:ganisations,

One Cornwall Street ® GRSPBEngiand BirdLife  venng osetrerto e
irmingham rspb.org.u

B3 2DX

Patron: His Majesty The King President: Dr Amir Khan Director, RSPB England: Michael Copleston.
The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) is a registered charity: England and Wales no. 207076, Scotland no. SCO37654. Registered address:
The Lodge, Potton Road, Sandy, Bedfordshire, SGI9 2DL



Approach to co-location

We have previously raised our concerns about the potential impacts of co-
location of landfalls for more than one project within the Leiston-Aldeburgh SSSI
and RSPB North Warren. Under the previous co-located approach, we were
particularly concerned at the stated lack of ability for the projects to co-ordinate
temporally as well as spatially, leading to potentially greater disturbance
impacts during construction under the co-location scenario than for a project
alone. The current approach removes any co-ordination and we are therefore
concerned that this could lead to even greater impacts on the SSSI and RSPB
reserve. In particular, we query the effect this would have on spatial
requirements, should more than one project make landfall at this site, as well as
maintaining our concerns around construction disturbance.

Construction compound

We note the revised location and welcome any subsequent reduction in noise
impacts on the Sandlings SPA. We request that more detail is provided of the
layout and activities within the construction compound, including the locations of
any noise/visual mitigation screening, so that impacts on the Sandlings SPA and
Leiston-Aldeburgh SSSI (including RSPB North Warren) can be more fully
understood. As noise modelling will be required for these activities, we wish to
note the likely presence of foraging Eurasian Curlew close to the construction
compound and that Woodlark are potentially present in the breeding season in
the southern part of the Sandlings SPA.

Access track and emergency access
The addition of access tracks at the eastern and western areas of RSPB North
Warren raises a need for further information about their purpose and
construction, including for any continuations within the red line boundary. We
therefore have the following questions:
e Are the access tracks required for the construction or operational period,
or both?
e How will the routes outside the cable corridor link up with any routes
within the red line boundary?
e What type of surfacing of the access routes is proposed?
¢ We note that para. 1.7.23 of the Additional Preliminary Environmental
Information states that access is required for monitoring during cable
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installation — how will such monitoring be carried out and will this require
any additional infrastructure within RSPB North Warren?

e How do National Grid propose to be able to reach all parts of the cable
route in the event of a fault?

e What circumstances might require emergency access and how much
advance notice would be provided?

e What methods and equipment are required for access in emergency
circumstances, especially noting that the ground can be very wet and is
bisected by ditches?

e Would emergency circumstances include areas at risk of frac-out, and if
so, where exactly are the areas at risk of this?

¢ What are the potential impacts on the Leiston-Aldeburgh SSSI and RSPB
North Warren in the event of emergency repairs to the cable or associated
infrastructure (during construction or operation) being required?

Public access

Further to the changes in layout around the construction area to the west of
RSPB North Warren and the access routes in the vicinity of this compound and
the beach area, we query whether any changes to public access or parking will
be required during construction? Should any changes be required, potential
impacts of changes in visitor use, including on designated sites, will require
assessment.

Unexploded Ordnance (UXO)

Given the historical use of the area during World War 2, we are concerned that
UXO may be present onsite and require removal, with potential impacts on the
Leiston-Aldeburgh SSSI and RSPB North Warren. We consider that an
assessment of this risk should be provided and any measures to address this
should be considered within the Environmental Impact Assessment.

RSPB land management

The RSPB’s habitat management at North Warren includes a need for grazing
animals (which require moving around the site) and tractor operations. We
query whether any restrictions will be imposed on our land management
activities during the construction (e.g. during cable installation) or operational
periods?
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Pre-application monitoring

We note that para. 1.7.21 reports some of the findings of the ecological
monitoring carried out so far, but that the description of the findings of the
breeding bird surveys makes no reference to wetland birds, such as might be
expected to be found at RSPB North Warren. The employment of suitable
monitoring methods for such surveys is crucial to ensure full and accurate
results are obtained, with the ability to access and view all parts of the site
being one important factor. We request that monitoring methods for breeding
waterfowl and waders are shared along with a report of the findings to date.

Monitoring during construction

Given the potential for noise and visual disturbance impacts on bird features of
the Sandlings SPA and Leiston-Aldeburgh SSSI during the construction period,
we recommend that monitoring is carried out prior to and during construction to
identify any need for additional mitigation. We also would expect to see
monitoring of any impacts on the hydrology and water quality of RSPB North
Warren during the cable drilling activities, again to ensure that any impacts can
be detected and mitigated as soon as possible. Details of the monitoring
methods proposed for both these needs should be presented as part of the
environmental information.

Environmental Mitigation and Enhancement

Further details of the environmental mitigation and enhancement areas will be
required, including species and habitats targeted and methods for establishment
and management of habitats created. A clear distinction will need to be drawn
between those measures required for mitigation of project impacts and those
forming part of the project’s Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) provisions. For a
nationally significant project such as this, we would expect to see ambitious BNG
which contributes to landscape-scale conservation of important habitats and
species within Suffolk.
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Comments on the Proposals in Kent

The RSPB maintains the same overarching comments given for Suffolk but for
the Kent route options, in the sense that avoidance must be the first option for
designated sites, with compensation an absolute last resort, following the
National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) mitigation hierarchy. The following
comments are intended to be read in conjunction with our December 2023
letter. Many of the concerns raised in our December 2023 response have not
been fully addressed in the July 2024 Additional Preliminary Environmental
Information (APEI). We reiterate that renewables infrastructure should not be at
odds with biodiversity conservation. The plans are still uncertain in terms of
impact assessments and corresponding proposed mitigation, which makes it
difficult to assess the proposals. Therefore, we are not assured that harm to
ecology and key designated sites in the region are minimal, and we cannot
support the proposals as they stand. For Kent we also repeat that the Wildlife
and Countryside Act 1981 places a general duty on statutory undertakers and
public bodies to further the conservation and enhancement of the wildlife in the
areas affected.

National Grid identifies Pegwell Bay as the preferred option for landfall and
connection to substation further inland. This route crosses Thanet Coast and
Sandwich Bay Ramsar, Thanet Coast and Sandwich Bay Special Protection Area
(SPA), Sandwich Bay Special Area of Conservation (SAC) and Sandwich Bay to
Hacklinge Marshes Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). It would be
preferable if these important areas could be avoided. If not, there needs to be
clear evidence provided of how the impacts of works will avoid serious damage
to these sites at landfall and onshore. We remain to unconvinced that a
proposed planning allocation, as noted in The Sea Link Corridor and Preliminary
Routeing and Siting Study!ll 8.2.5, is sufficient to justify choosing an
SPA/Ramsar/SSSI in preference to alternative possibilities, such as Broadstairs,
and thus following the NPPF guidelines by avoiding impacts on the designated
sites. We have not seen from the Preliminary Environmental Information Report
(PEIR) how the mitigation hierarchy was followed to support the rationale for
choosing the Pegwell Bay option rather than a less environmentally sensitive
location. Without further explanation as to why alternative, less sensitive
locations such as Broadstairs, were discounted, it appears that nature has not
been deemed a top priority. This is disappointing considering the ecological
emergency we are facing, and the dire state of our biodiversity as evidenced by
the recent State of Nature Report[2l,
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Cumulative impacts of infrastructure developments

Our concerns have not been addressed regarding the cumulative impacts of
infrastructure developments in Kent and whether future works will take place to
add to the current proposals and previous developments, and to prolong
disturbance impacts on the birds of the designated areas. We are concerned that
this development, if permitted, would open the door to further disturbance and
damage at this sensitive site. We would like to see effective coordination and
long-term planning of such impacts to be able to adequately assess the
suitability of individual projects such as Sea Link.

Trenchless techniques and avoidance of impacts - Kent

While trenchless techniques such as Horizontal Direct Drilling (HDD) could
reduce impacts, our concerns remain that this is nowhere guaranteed, and what
the options would be should HDD fail or be discounted for whatever reason.
There are also sensitive areas where trenchless techniques have not been
suggested - such as along the mudflats - with instead open cut trenching to be
used, and this is extremely concerning. Open trenching is very disruptive and
damaging, as can be seen for example with the comparable Nemo Link site,
where the mudflats are still to recover fully many years after open trenching
was used across important habitats. There must be guarantees that methods of
cabling must not result in serious harm to designated wildlife sites, and at least
clear mitigation of any impacts. In the APEI, trenchless techniques are
suggested for the A256 to minimise disruption for drivers — we would like to see
protection of wildlife and habitats, including functionally linked land (FLL), given
similar weight.

As we stated in our letter of December 2023, we would expect avoidance of
trenching in intertidal and saltmarsh habitats important for wading birds, as this
area is protected by a number of national and international designations and
harm should be avoided in the first instance. As noted in the PEIR, the intertidal
zone is of considerable importance for wading birds and other shoreline species
(PEIR 3.3.8.17)(3],

From the APEI it is unclear whether the inland portion of Sandwich Bay to
Hacklinge Marshes SSSI, in the vicinity of the proposed Substation and
Converter Station, would be traversed using trenchless methods (APEI
1.8.19)[41, While it is welcome that the saltmarsh will be avoided through
removal of the construction access route, any designated site proposed for the
cable route must be protected through use of trenchless techniques.
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Where trenchless techniques are proposed to minimise harm, this is an
assumption and not yet a guarantee. What are the contingency plans, such as
alternative routes, to avoid or minimise harm should the anticipated trenchless
techniques not be used for any reason?

Golden Plover

One of the designated features of the SPA (golden plover) uses land at Minster
Marshes in significant numbers[2], and the site is also used by Red Listed species
such as curlew. Therefore, we expect to see clear methodology to ensure that
habitat damage and serious disturbance are avoided across the whole area if
this option is selected. We remain to be convinced that other, less
environmentally damaging, route options could not be selected in preference to
such an ecologically sensitive area protected by a number of environmental
designations. We note the proposal for approximately 11 hectares of new, long-
term improved habitat in the form of seasonally flooded grassland and riverside
scrapes to offset the permanent loss of functionally linked arable habitat for
wintering golden plover in the APEI®l, We would need to see the timescale of
implementation and management of this new habitat to understand the
implications of this. New habitat would need to be in place before development
work began on the existing functionally linked land and a monitoring programme
established, as well as a backup plan for remediation should monitoring reveal
the plovers are not using the new habitat to the extent expected. In addition,
the proposed pylons are every close to this area and may form a collision hazard
between the coast and the fields in question, or a barrier, and the potential
impacts of these pylons on golden plover and other species have not been
assessed. This proximity could harm the birds directly and reduce the benefit of
this new habitat to the target species and we remain to be convinced that this
new habitat in this location would be sufficient as things stand.

Minster Marshes

We seek further detail and clarity about how impacts would be avoided or
minimised in the Stour and Minster Marshes area, as well impacts of light
pollution on wildlife there. There are substantial areas of farmland in this area
that are important for Red Listed birds and other wildlife, within and to the west
and south of the proposed buildings and pylons. These farms are managed
sympathetically for declining wildlife and have produced impressive results,
including for species such as Grey Partridge, Turtle Dove, Long-eared Owl and
Nightingale, and waders moving from Pegwell Bay to rest. It is imperative that
the Minster Marshes area is adequately assessed and the data from long-
running ringing and monitoring efforts are accessed and included in
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assessments. The SSSI designation makes clear that birds use a mix of habitats,
and habitats in and around the designated areas should be considered
connected and the impacts assessed and minimised accordingly, with FLL of the
SPA avoided. The APEI mentions land having been removed from the scope of
the project, which is potentially welcome, however it is unclear whether this is
arable fields or more biodiverse habitat, and we would press for the latter to be
spared as a priority.

While we recognise there have been some adjustments to pylons and overhead
cables in the APEI, the APEI has not changed the likely significant effects on
Thanet Coast & Sandwich Bay SPA and Stodmarsh SPA from the overhead
power lines. We therefore remain concerned about the impact of these across
the Stour on flying birds moving between the SPA and functionally linked land.

Environmental mitigation and enhancement

Should the proposed development proceed, we would need to see details of
what area - in terms of location, quality, and size - could be secured as
mitigation, and when. Such habitat mitigation should be done before the
functionally linked land is damaged or destroyed in order that the designated
SPA feature population, golden plover, does not suffer a loss of key habitat at
any stage of the project. Such land must be sited in an area where it is likely to
be attractive for use by the target species and a realistic management plan
presented to ensure its future maintenance and enhancement, including
contingency plans should the expected wildlife benefits not appear. We would
like to see detailed plans for mitigation and monitoring plans across the affected
area, including mudflats impacted by open cut trenching, and we reiterate that
any such land must also be protected in perpetuity from future upheaval by this
or other projects. In the absence of more detailed information, we are unable to
agree that there will be no significant adverse effects on the integrity of the
species and habitats of the designated sites.

Biodiversity Net Gain

As with Suffolk, it must be made clear which measures will be required for
mitigation of project impacts and which will form part of the project’s
Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) provisions. We would expect BNG to be higher,
more ambitious and with landscape-scale benefits rather than the 10%
proposed in the latest National Grid documents, given the damage and
disruption to such an important area for wildlife and the sheer size of the
development. We seek more detail regarding the extent of environmental
mitigation and enhancement areas that will be required, including species and
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habitats targeted and methods for establishment and management of habitats
created. To understand the full picture, we are keen to see the full breeding bird
and invertebrate survey methodology and the current year’s survey results.

Disturbance impacts

Disturbance during construction, including noise, is likely to have serious
impacts across the year, for example on golden plover, and we await details of
how these impacts would be avoided or kept to an absolute minimum. We
remain concerned about Sea Link in Kent setting a precedent and risking
subsequent projects co-locating with the Sea Link route and extending
disturbance to the designated areas into the future.

Conclusion (Kent route)

In conclusion, we remain unconvinced as to why other alternative routes in
much less sensitive locations are not possible if the NPPF mitigation hierarchy
has been followed. We have not been provided with evidence to provide
reassurance that damage to the designated sites in the Pegwell Bay area and
functionally linked land would be avoided or fully mitigated if the route preferred
by National Grid is chosen. We await details of timing, monitoring and
management plan details regarding proposed mitigation land for the golden
plover feature of the SPA and other species due to impacts on intertidal habitat
in the SPA and loss of functionally linked land around Minster Marshes. The
impact of pylons needs to be assessed. We would like to see greater ambition
regarding biodiversity net gain, and we still have concerns impacts on declining
farmland and woodland birds in the Minster Marshes area. There need to be
guarantees about using trenchless techniques across all designated land to
avoid long-lasting harm to sensitive habitats as happened with the Nemo Link
project. There are also concerns about other future infrastructure projects
choosing to use the same area and prolonging damage and disturbance to this
important area. We may be able to reassess our position in the future should
more detail or other information be presented subsequently.

[ https://www.nationalgrid.com/electricity-transmission/document/146256/download
[2 state of Nature 2023 - report on the UK’s current biodiversity

Bl https://www.nationalgrid.com/electricity-transmission/document/151391/download
4 https://www.nationalgrid.com/document/152411/download

Bl https://www.nationalgrid.com/electricity-transmission/document/151391/download
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We would welcome discussion of the issues addressed in this letter and look
forward to further updates on these matters.

Yours faithfully

Jacqui Miller
Senior Conservation Officer
RSPB Suffolk

Joseph Beale
Conservation Officer
RSPB Kent & Essex
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