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CAMBOURNE TO CAMBRIDGE BETTER PUBLIC TRANSPORT AND ACTIVE TRAVEL PROJECT!
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT ASSESSMENT: PUBLIC CONSULTATION – GROUP RESPONSE 
Coton Loves Pollinators is a grassroots project based in the village community. Our focus on pollinators 
has enabled us to engage a wide range of people and organisations in various successful initiatives; our 
motivation and concern is for biodiversity and the landscape in and around the local area.  This letter is 
our formal group response to the Consultation Questionnaire. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

We fully accept the need for improved transport solutions, including a better bus connection, on the 
western side of Cambridge. We see no justification, however, for the proposed off-road scheme, which 
would result in unjustifiable damage to the landscape and ecology of this area. 

This scheme is not the best solution for a number of practical and economic reasons, and that case will be 
made by others. Our comments focus on its environmental and ecological impact. 

2. COTON VILLAGE 

Coton is currently a quiet, unspoilt village with a central conservation area status, various listed buildings 
and the Coton Countryside Reserve around its edges. Although relatively close to the city, it has a real sense 
of rural seclusion and community, and so is regarded by all who live here as a rather special place. All this 
would be seriously damaged by the incursion of the busway, which would impose unacceptable 
urbanisation on this rural environment. 
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Walks from the village, both up Red Meadow Hill and up the rise towards Madingley, offer what have to be 
some of the loveliest, most unspoiled views anywhere around Cambridge – with gently rolling fields and 
hedges and woods, currently uninterrupted by roadway. These are valued enormously, not only by villagers 
but by the many visitors who make the short trip from the city to get the benefits of walking in nature. 
From Red Meadow Hill, the busway infrastructure may be concealed (although this is not entirely clear 
from the EIA Consultation document) but the buses would be visible and would significantly alter the 
peaceful character of the landscape. The path up to Madingley would be crossed by the busway and the 
view towards Coton completely despoiled. On this path particularly, the walk would be interrupted not only 
by the sight but also by the noise of the buses. 

View from the walk up Red Meadow Hill, lookings toward Coton and Madingley Rise 

 

View from the walk from Coton to Madingley, looking towards Coton 

 

3 THE COTON ORCHARD 

On the northern edge of Coton village, the proposed busway would run through a 100-year old orchard of 
more than 140 acres. Orchards were once numerous in the area and part of the village’s character, but The 
Coton Orchard is all that remains of that heritage.  

Traditional orchards and crop diversity 
The Coton Orchard meets all the criteria for Traditional orchards (Defra 2016) which, with their low-
intensity management are recognised “hotspots for biodiversity”, make a “significant contribution to 
biodiversity and local distinctiveness” and frequently contain Nationally Rare or Nationally Scarce Species 
(Defra 2016, p. 1). Traditional orchards are classed as a Priority Habitat (Natural Environment and Rural 
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Communities Act 2006) and as “rare” in comparison with other types of priority habitats (p.4). Being 
inaccessible to the public has made the The Coton Orchard an even more attractive refuge for wildlife. 

Traditional orchards are also recognised for the contribution they make to crop diversity, and to 
government targets for its conservation (Defra 2016). This is certainly true of The Coton Orchard, which 
contains a wide range of cultivars, some local and some rare. 

The total width of the proposed busway, including ditches and active travel route, is 20 metres. It was 
explained to us at the GCP Drop-in event on 30th June that, as it cuts through the orchard, there will be an 
additional zone of newly planted grassland between the ditch and active travel route, and this zone would 
be between 5 and 10 metres. This means that the total loss of habitat in the orchard will be a minimum of 
approximately 12,800 m2 and potentially as much as 18,200 m2.  (c. 3–4.5 acres). 

Bats 
A bat survey conducted for the GCP in 2019 describes the hedgerow running along the eastern border of 
the Orchard (Hedgerow 10) as “notable for bat activity”. Several species were detected using the hedgerow 
for foraging and commuting, including the highest numbers of Noctule and the rare Narthusius pipistrelle in 
the area to the west of Cambridge, as well as the extremely rare Barbastelle bat. This is an IUCN red list 
species, a UK Biodiversity Action Plan species, and conservation priority on both a local and national scale.  

Busway infrastructure cutting across and removing a significant section of this hedgerow, as well as the 
considerable noise and upheaval during the construction phase, will certainly constitute disturbance for 
these endangered bats whose foraging habitat (in addition to their roosts) is protected by legislation.  

We await the findings of a bat survey within Coton Orchard itself, but since traditional orchards are a 
favoured site for bat roosts, it is very possible that findings could raise the status of Coton Orchard as an 
important site for bat conversation.  

Mitigation measures 
The section between the proposed bus stop in Coton and Ada Lovelace Road, just the other side of the 
M11, is the area that will suffer the greatest ecological impact from the off-road busway. Yet, in the EIA 
consultation document, this is the area where there appears to be least certainty and the least detail about 
how this can be mitigated. The EIA document states that: the environmental surveys needed to understand 
the risks of passing through this area have not yet been completed, that locations where habitat 
improvements will be possible have not yet been identified, and that ideas are yet to be developed. Given 
the complexity of making a valid Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) calculation, it is not clear to us how a claim for 
a BNG of 10–20% can be made with such confidence at this stage. In fact, in presenting the off-road route 
as an opportunity for a net gain in biodiversity, the EIA document fails to convey the true extent of the 
impact on wildlife and glosses over the uncertain reality of the situation. 

Mitigation in the orchard appears to rely, first, on newly planted areas of grassland. As pointed out by 
Cambridge Past, Present and Future (CPPF), these small, isolated areas do not achieve real biodiversity and 
are often difficult and expensive to maintain. Second, there is the proposal to plant new woodland near the 
school, in Coton Orchard by the new bus stop, and on Rectory Farm land. Again, as noted by CPPF, this is 
unlikely to achieve a significant BNG because of the low score given to new woodland in the biodiversity 
scoring matrix. In the case of Rectory Farm, the BNG is also reduced by value of the existing meadow.  The 
proposed mitigation measures therefore appear to be “replacing with features of lower value or replacing 
locally important features with features further away” – a pitfall that environmental management 
guidelines warn against (CIEEM Guidelines, p.8). 

The conclusion reached by CPPF is that under the proposed scheme, restoration or minimisation will not be 
possible, underlining the fact that Coton Orchard is an irreplaceable priority habitat.  We note that, 
critically, “any project that damages irreplaceable habitats … cannot make a claim for that whole project of 
BNG” (CIEEM Guidelines, 2019). What this means is that any Biodiversity Net Gain calculation for Coton 
Orchard, would, in any case, be invalid. 
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Overriding all these concerns, however, is the principle of Mitigation Hierarchy. This is the “cornerstone of 
achieving BNG” (CIEEM, 2019, p.5),  which requires that the first obligation is seeking means of Avoidance – 
e.g. by moving the site or changing the design. Only after all other possibilities have been exhausted should 
measures such as Minimisation and Compensation, including Offsets, be deployed. Offsets – such as the 
proposed Woodland planting behind Coton Primary School – are “relatively expensive and the risk is high” 
and so should be viewed as a last resort (CIEEM, p157).   

The off-road busway is not the scheme of last resort, and so does not adhere to these guidelines. 

In summary, this traditional orchard with its rare fruit trees is an established, priority habitat that provides 
a valuable refuge for endangered bats as well as numerous other species – as is likely to be confirmed by 
the full ecological survey in due course. It would be tragic if, having just reached its 100th anniversary, this  
priceless piece of Coton’s heritage were to disappear under concrete and tarmac. 

4. THE WIDER ENVIRONS 

The off-road route between Madingley and the M11 would go through greenbelt land with restrictive 
covenants in favour of The National Trust. It includes scrub, meadows and mature trees that previous 
surveys across the locality have revealed as habitat for a variety of important species, including: 

61 birds species (winter), of which 31 are on at least one conservation priority list  – 14 being on the ‘red 
list’ (UK and Local BAP Priority Species and the Birds of Conservation Concern). These include such species 
as Grey Partridge, Golden Plover, Woodcock, Barn Owl, Marsh Tit, Skylark and Kingfisher. The 
commissioned survey (Cambridge Ecology, 2018–19) underlines the fact that without mitigation, the 
presence of these species “could constitute a constraint to the scheme and therefore are of material 
consideration during the planning decision process”. Whilst it notes that mitigation is possible, there is no 
guarantee, as noted above, that the proposed measures would protect these species from damaging 
effects.  

A population of brown hares in the arable fields to the west of Coton (Cambridge Ecology, 2018–19). This is 
a Species of Principal Importance under the Natural Environment and Rural Communities (NERC) Act 2006; 
a UK BAP Priority Species and included in the Local BAPs for Cambridgeshire. Mitigation measures would be 
required to ensure legal compliance, but, again, there is no guarantee that the population would not suffer. 

Green corridors and networks 
In addition to the damage caused to several areas of ecological importance, including The Coton Orchard, 
the off-road scheme would result in bisecting ecological networks and corridors, which are a vital 
component in any plan for wildlife recovery.  

This stands in direct conflict with the UK Government’s National Planning Policy Framework (2021), 
adopted by Greater Cambridge, which states, “Planning policies and decisions should contribute to and 
enhance the natural and local environment by … minimising impacts on and providing net gains for 
biodiversity, including by establishing coherent ecological networks that are more resilient to current and 
future pressures” (p.50, italics ours) and that plans should “safeguard … wildlife corridors and stepping 
stones that connect them” (p.51).  

In line with this, at the heart of the Cambridge Nature Network project is the aim of “enlarging and linking 
… high value habitats” via a network “based around the remaining fragments of high quality wildlife 
habitats”. This much-needed initiative for a county that is one of the most nature-depleted in the country 
will be undermined by the off-road busway. It makes no sense to invest in developing these interlinked 
networks on the one hand while erecting a (completely avoidable) concrete and tarmac barrier on the 
other.  

We highlight the importance of wildlife corridors because they are not included by Defra’s biodiversity 
metric, which would presumably be used to calculate the scheme’s projected BNG. This type of calculation 
would therefore be inappropriate because it would indicate a BNG while whilst sustaining critical losses in 
ecological connectivity (CIEEM, 2019). 
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We note, too, that the Active Travel route through Coton duplicates the proposed Comberton Greenway, at 
the expense of an additional swathe of habitat, and therefore ecological network loss. 

5. CONCLUSION 

The ‘North of Coton’ Section of the C2C busway contains some of the most ecologically sensitive areas 
along the route. Some of these are inaccessible to the public, and this has increased their environmental 
value but has at the same time reduced their ‘visibility’ – and so perhaps the level of awareness of the 
extent of potential loss.  We believe that the points made here – about the devasting impact of this scheme 
on local wildlife and ecology, on the unique character of Coton village, and on what the countryside and 
walks offer both villagers and visitors – are a more-than sufficient case against the off-road busway.  

Moreover, according to the GCP’s own Outline Business Case (GCP, 2020), the on-road schemes are likely to 
produce comparable journey times between Madingley and Cambridge and allow more efficient onward 
journeys to actual destinations such as the Science Park, the City Centre and the Biomedical Campus (GCP 
C2C Outline Business Case, 2020).  The £200M off-road scheme, meanwhile, has a benefit–cost ratio of 0.43 
(“poor value for money”) which is significantly less than an on-road scheme.  

Therefore, because it is simply not the case that there is no practical or economic alternative to the off-
road route, we believe there can be absolutely no justification for this scheme which would be in conflict 
with UK Government and local policy aimed at preserving and enhancing our natural capital and 
biodiversity, and which has already been strongly rejected by the general public.  

Not only would this off-road scheme cause unjustified ecological damage, but the incursion of the roadway, 
bus stop and buses into would irrevocably spoil the feel and fabric of this much-loved village. 

 

Sharon Cairns 
On behalf of Coton Loves Pollinators 
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