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6.11 Otter and Water Vole Survey Report
Introduction

6.11.1 This Appendix has been prepared on behalf of Whitestone Net Zero Ltd ('the
Applicant') to set out the survey methodology and results of the otter and waver
vole surveys in relation to the Development Consent Order (DCO) Application for
the construction, operation, maintenance, and decommissioning of Whitestone
Solar Farm (hereafter referred to as the 'Proposed Development').

6.11.2 This Appendix is supported by the following figures in ES Volume 3, Figures
[EN0110020/APP/6.19]:
 Figure 6.1: Land Parcel Reference
 Figure 6.11.1: Otter Evidence - Whitestone 2
 Figure 6.11.2: Otter Evidence – Whitestone 3
 Figure 6.11.3: Otter and Water Vole Suitability Assessment Points –

Whitestone 1
 Figure 6.11.4: Otter and Water Vole Suitability Assessment Points –

Whitestone 2
 Figure 6.11.5: Otter and Water Vole Suitability Assessment Points –

Whitestone 3
 Figure 6.11.6: Otter and Water Vole Suitability Assessment Points –

Cable Corridors
6.11.3 This Appendix is supported by the following annexes located at the end of this

document:
 Annex 6.11A: Photographs of otter and water vole suitability points

The Order Limits
6.11.1 The extent of the Order Limits are described in ES Volume 1, Chapter 3: The

Site and Surrounding Area [EN0110020/APP/6.3] and shown in ES Volume 3,
Figure 3.1: Order Limits [EN0110020/APP/6.19]. The Proposed Development is
described in ES Volume 1, Chapter 5: The Proposed Development
[EN0110020/APP/6.5] and shown spatially on the Works Plans
[EN0110020/APP/2.3].

The Proposed Development
6.11.2 The Proposed Development involves the construction, operation and

maintenance, and decommissioning of more than 100MW of solar photovoltaic
(PV) array, Battery Energy Storage System (BESS), onsite substations and
supporting infrastructure, and grid connection infrastructure. The grid connection
infrastructure would connect the Proposed Development to the new National Grid
substation at Brinsworth (Long Lane 400kV Substation).

6.11.3 As the Proposed Development would have a generating capacity in excess of
100MW, it is considered to be a Nationally Significant Infrastructure Project
(NSIP) under the Planning Act 2008.
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6.11.4 The Proposed Development would be located within the Order Limits. The Order
Limits encompass the total area of the Proposed Development comprising the
Site and Cable Corridors. The Site is specifically the land that is planned to be
used for solar PV array and associated infrastructure, BESS, substations,
landscaping and habitat enhancement. The Site is split into Whitestone 1 (W1),
Whitestone 2 (W2) and Whitestone 3 (W3).

6.11.5 Highway Works are sections of the highway network that will contain localised
improvements, such as improvements to road edge where it is deteriorated, or
temporary highway and traffic works required to safely accommodate the
Abnormal Indivisible Load (AIL) deliveries. These areas will support the
movement of construction vehicles on narrower sections of the local highway
network within parts of the construction vehicle routes to the Site, see ES Volume
2, Chapter 13: Traffic and Transport [EN0110020/APP/6.13].

Legislation and Guidance
Otter

6.11.6 Otter is fully protected as a European Protected Species (EPS)1.
6.11.7 It is an offence under the Habitats Regulations to:

 Deliberately kill, injure, disturb or capture otter;
 Damage or destroy their breeding sites and resting places – even if otter are

not present; and
 Possess, control or transport otter (alive or dead).

6.11.8 It is also an offence to intentionally or recklessly2

 Disturb otters while they occupy a structure or place used for shelter or
protection; and

 Obstruct access to a place of shelter or protection.
6.11.9 The otter is listed as a ‘Species of Principal Importance for Nature Conservation in

England’3. Under the Natural Environment Research Council (NERC) Act 20026,
otter is a material consideration in planning decisions, requiring developers and
public bodies to mitigate impacts on their habitats.

6.11.10 Where development cannot avoid potential offences, then it is possible to apply
for a European Protected Species Mitigation (EPSM) licence, which is essentially
a derogation licence to enable works to take place that would otherwise be illegal
under the legislation.

Water vole

6.11.11 Water voles are protected under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 19812. It is an
offence to intentionally:
 Kill, injure or take water vole;
 Damage or destroy a structure or place used by water vole for shelter or

protection;
 Disturb or obstruct a water vole in a place used for shelter or protection; and
 Possess or control them (alive or dead).
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6.11.12 The water vole is listed as a ‘Species of Principal Importance for Nature
Conservation in England’3. Water vole is a material consideration in planning
decisions, requiring developers and public bodies to mitigate impacts on their
habitats3. Where development cannot avoid potential offences, then dependent on
impact, it is possible to apply for a ‘displacement’ or a conservation licence, which
is essentially a derogation licence to enable works to take place that would
otherwise be illegal under the legislation.

Survey Methods
Desk Study

6.11.13 A data search was requested from Sheffield Biological Records Centre (SBRC),
Rotherham Biological Records Centre (RBRC), and Derbyshire Biological
Records Centre (DBRC) on 01 July 2024, with the results detailed in ES Volume
2, Chapter 6: Biodiversity and Nature Conservation [EN0110020/APP/6.6].

Field Surveys

Habitat Assessment

6.11.14 Multiple watercourses were identified on Site during an Extended UKHab
walkover survey, undertaken by ERM between 19 June 2024 and 2 October 2024,
see ES Volume 3, Appendix 6.2: UK Habitat Survey Report
[EN0110020/APP/6.20]. It was therefore necessary to confirm whether the Site
had habitats that could support otter and water vole and whether any evidence of
these species were present.

Otter

6.11.15 All watercourses and surrounding habitats were searched, following general
‘standard’ survey guidance4 for the following signs:
 Shelters (holts): underground features where otters live. They can be tunnels

within bank sides, underneath root-plates or boulder piles, and even man-
made structures such as disused drains. Holts are used by otters to rest during
the day and are the usual location of natal or breeding sites;

 Temporary shelters (couches): these are above ground resting sites. They
may be partially sheltered, or fully exposed. Couches may be regularly used,
especially in reed beds and on in-stream islands. Couches can be very difficult
to identify and may consist of an area of flattened grass or earth. Where rocks
or rock armour are used as couches, these can be almost impossible to
identify without observing the otter in situ;

 Faeces (spraints or anal gel): may be used to mark territories, often on in-
stream boulders. They can be present within or outside shelters and temporary
shelters. Spraints have a characteristic smell sometimes described as being
like jasmine tea, and often contain fish remains;

 Foraging signs: the remains of prey items may be found at preferred feeding
stations. Remains of fish, crustaceans, molluscs, or skinned, legless
amphibians may indicate the presence of otter;

 Prints: otters have characteristic footprints that can be found in soft ground
and muddy areas;
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 Paths: these are terrestrial routes that otters take when moving between
resting sites and watercourses, or at high flow conditions when they will travel
along bank sides in preference to swimming; and

 Slides and play areas: slides are typically worn areas on steep slopes where
otters slide on their bellies, often found between holts or couches and
watercourses. Play areas are used by juvenile otters in play and are often
evidenced by trampled vegetation and the presence of slides.

6.11.16 Any of the above signs (apart from paths) are diagnostic of the presence of otter.
It is often not possible to identify temporary shelters with confidence unless other
field signs are also present. In order to confirm breeding status of a shelter, the
shelter usually requires monitoring with a remote camera, undertaken under
licence. Camera monitoring did not form part of the current survey scope. Spraints
are the most reliably identifiable evidence of the presence of this species.

Water Vole

6.11.17 All watercourses within the Site and sections of the Cable Corridor were surveyed
for water vole field signs as described in5. This involved searching for the
following field signs:
 Faeces (droppings): recognisable by their size, shape, and colour. If not too

dried-out these are also distinguishable from rat droppings by their smell;
 Latrines: droppings, often deposited in piles and frequently drummed /

flattened with hind feet;
 Foraging (feeding stations): food items are often brought to feeding stations

along pathways and hauled onto platforms. Recognisable as neat piles of
chewed vegetation, often cut at a 45-degree angle;

 Lawns: may appear as grazed areas around land holes;
 Shelters (burrows): appear as a series of holes along the water’s edge

distinguishable from rat burrows by size and position;
 Nests: where the water table is high above ground woven nests may be found;
 Footprints: tracks may occur at the water’s edge and lead into bank side

vegetation. May be distinguishable from rat footprints by size; and
 Runways in vegetation: low tunnels pushed through vegetation near the

water’s edge; these are less obvious than rat runs.
6.11.18 Water vole droppings are the only field sign that can be used to determine water

vole presence reliably on their own; a collection of these field signs found in close
proximity to each other can indicate water vole presence5. Experience is required
to distinguish feeding signs, burrows and footprints of water voles from those of
other species.

6.11.19 Water vole surveys require a two-visit survey during the active water vole season
to accessible banksides within the Site. Visit 1 (mid-April 2024 to June 2024) is to
focus on identifying and classifying habitat suitability, water vole burrows and
incidental field signs. Visit 2 (July 2024 to September 2024) is to focus on a
detailed inspection of banksides for burrows and field signs. A minimum gap of
two months is required between the first and second visits and surveys should not
be carried out during or following periods of heavy rain.
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Survey Limitations

6.11.20 Due to changes to the Order Limits, watercourses that were not originally
assessed are now within the Cable Corridors and access points including
watercourses W8 and W10.

6.11.21 Survey visits have only been partially completed within the Cable Corridors, as not
all landowners within the Study Area granted access.

6.11.22 Due to the vast size of the Site and requirement to focus effort only on assessing
habitats suitable for water vole, where watercourses were initially assessed during
Visit 1 to be unsuitable for water vole, surveyors used their professional
judgement to determine whether a second survey was necessary. Where habitats
were found to be unsuitable, then the second visit did not take place.
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Summary and Conclusions
6.11.23 Following the otter surveys, the presence of otter was confirmed within the Site. A

total of 13 points of evidence were recorded in the Solar Array area including
spraint, anal jelly and possible couches and resting places. No evidence of otter
was found in the surveyed sections of the Cable Corridor.

6.11.24 Out of the 35 otter suitability points presented in Table 6.11.2, 21 points were
assessed to be ‘unsuitable’, 10 were ‘sub-optimal', 4 were ‘suitable’ and none
were assessed to be ‘optimal’.

6.11.25 No confirmed evidence of water vole was found during the water vole surveys. On
Visit 1, out of the 35 suitability points presented in Table 6.11.3, 25 points were
assessed to be ‘unsuitable’, 8 were ‘sub-optimal', 2 were ‘suitable’ and none were
assessed to be optimal for water vole. On Visit 2, 26 points were assessed to not
require a second visit, 2 points were ‘unsuitable’, 4 were ‘sub-optimal', 1 was
assessed to be ‘suitable’ for water vole and 2 points, both located in the Cable
Corridor, still need a second visit to be scheduled at a later date.

6.11.26 The above totals exclude the three suitability assessment points located in Cable
Corridor no longer chosen for inclusion, though they remain present and greyed
out in the summary tables.
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