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BACKGROUND

The current Cambridgeshire minerals local plan for
aggregates was adopted in August 1991 with mineral land
allocations that effectively cover the period up to 2011
(Cambridgeshire County Council, 1991). It is largely
concerned with the extensive sand and gravel resources,
which are the main minerals in the county. The policy in
the Plan seeks a shift away from traditional river valley
working, towards Fen edge deposits. It seeks to achieve
this through the allocation of three large areas of search,
two of which now lie in Cambridgeshire, and the other
to the east of Peterborough.

One of the large areas of search has been taken
forward as a single quarry at Needingworth. This
resource incorporates 997 hectares, with 27.8 million
tonnes of sand and gravel, to be extracted at a rate of one
million tonnes per annum. The initial restoration
proposal for agricultural restoration was replaced with
one with a biodiversity focus. The restoration now seeks
to create 640 ha of reedbed, wet and dry grassland,
woodland, agriculture, and public rights of way. The
reedbed is linked to the Great Ouse, taking water at
periods of peak flow.

The lessons taken into the new Local Development
Frameworks type of planning system were “don’t be
afraid to think big or long term”, and that each site is
unique with unique opportunities to contribute to nature
conservation. Other lessons included taking advantage of
partnership working and using planning mechanisms
such as agreements to secure community benefits.

CAMBRIDGESHIRE AND PETERBOROUGH MINERALS
AND WASTE PLAN

This plan, being produced in partnership with
Peterborough City Council, covers mineral and waste
development until 2026. The challenge is to support the
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significant growth planned in the area, with a large
number of houses (98,300 by 2021) and jobs (95,000),
and supporting significant planned infrastructure
including the re-building of the A14 trunk road.

The key facts are that one house requires 60 tonnes of
sand and gravel, 8,000 bricks and 18 tonnes of cement.
The average person in the street is unaware of the
importance of minerals to the delivery of growth. Over
the period to 2026 Cambridgeshire and Peterborough
need a minimum of 56 million tonnes.

The largest allocation proposed is in the Earith / Mepal
area. An Area Action was seen as the way forward
because it enabled a closer look at the interrelated soil
resource, mineral and waste issues, including long terms
strategic sand and gravel reserves. It also enabled close
consideration of the complex relationship of the area
with the adjoining Ouse Washes and the adjacent fens.
This area is an internationally important and designated
(SAC, SPA, SSSI) wetland habitat, notably an important
home to ground nesting birds. An Area Action Plan
also acted as a catalyst for getting key agencies and
landowners to work together.

Initial proposals were put forward in 2006, but the
Government Office for the East of England responded
with a representation which made it clear that more
clarity was needed. It wanted to know when, where,
how and by whom the sites be delivered, with key
dependencies between the proposals and delivery being
identified.

THE EARITH / MEPAL AREA MASTER PLAN

It was concluded that to receive support a master
planning level of detail was required. So, a group was
formed comprising key stakeholders such as the
Environment Agency, Natural England, minerals and
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waste companies, Middle Level Commissioners and
District Councils. Four workshops took pace, and
supporting strategic studies were commissioned on
hydrology, traffic, soils, and an ecological overview on
the impact of the proposals. A vision focusing on
minerals and waste needs, plus high level strategic
objectives in terms of flood management and habitat
creation were developed and supported by proposals for
the following:

• To supplement existing permitted reserves an
additional allocation of 856ha to yield 24 million
tonnes over a 40 year time frame

• Extraction of 1.0 to 1.4 million tonnes per annum,
10 million tonnes over the Plan period

• Establishment of three long term recycling facilities,
generating 280,000 tonnes tonnes per annum

• Quarry void to accommodate disposal of 0.5 million
tonnes per annum of construction waste

• Creation of 480ha lowland wet grassland

• Creation of seven water storage bodies with
capacity of 10 million m3, with a buffer area to
complement the grassland.

A pilot study is being undertaken on newly restored
quarry land of around 12ha to test the methodology for
habitat creation and its potential for reversal to
agriculture. This involves raising the land back to original
levels following mineral extraction through landfill, by
lining and capping the ‘cells’ with clay and replacing the
soil resource. A new surface water regime, managed to
create the lowland wet grassland, will be the subject of
the experiment. The management of the after uses is key
to the process, and it is anticipated that this be undertak-
en by responsible bodies experienced in managing wet-
land habitat and water regimes.

The stakeholders met over a period of seven months,
and the studies were completed in 11 months from the
inception of the group. In total the supporting studies
cost around £17,000, but considerable officer time and
that of the stakeholders was also involved. Much further
work is needed but signs are promising that this is the
way forward.

CONCLUSIONS

Frontloading by engaging stakeholders in this way is
demanding. It is information hungry, involves additional
costs, and is time consuming. However, it provides
greater certainty about the nature of the proposals and
their delivery for local communities, operators and other
stakeholders, including the Planning Inspector. From our
experience to date it is better to work with the system
and go for it!
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