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Generic Notes – ID Geoenvironmental Investigations 
 

Environmental Setting 

 
General 

 

Third party information obtained from the British Geological Survey (BGS), the Coal Authority and 
the Local Authority etc is presented in the Correspondence Appendix of this Geoenvironmental 
Report. 
 

Geology, Mining & Quarrying 
 
In order to establish the geological setting of a site, ID Geoenvironmental refer to BGS maps for 
the area, and the relevant geological memoir. 
 
A coal mining report is obtained from the Coal Authority.  Further information is sourced from the 
Local Authority and by reference to current and historical OS plans. 
 
Landfills and other Historical Land Uses  
 
ID Geoenvironmental obtain data from the Landmark Information Group, the Environment Agency 
and the Local Authority with respect to known areas of landfilling within 250m of the proposed 
development site.  Reference is also made to historical OS plans, which are inspected for evidence 
of backfilled quarries, railway cuttings, colliery spoil tips etc. 
 
Historical maps dating from the middle of the nineteenth century are also studied for evidence of 
historical land uses (i.e. gas works, foundries, chemical works) which may represent potential 
sources of contamination or ground instability.   
 
Radon 
 
Radon is a colourless, odourless gas, which is radioactive.  It is formed in strata that contain 
uranium and radium (most notably granite), and can move though fissures eventually discharging 
to atmosphere, or the spaces under and within buildings.  Where radon occurs in high 
concentrations, it can pose a risk to health.   
 
In order to assess potential risks associated with radon gas, ID Geoenvironmental refer to BRE 
Report BR211, 2007: “Radon: guidance on protective measures for new buildings”. 
 
The level of protection needed is site-specific and is determined by reference to the maps 
contained in Annex A of BR211.  These maps are derived from the Radon Atlas of England and 
Wales (2007), and indicate the highest radon potential within each 1km grid square. 
 
If the site falls within a light grey square on the relevant map in Annex A then basic radon 
protection should be installed in new buildings; if the site falls within a dark grey square then full 
radon protection should be installed.  If the site is in an un-shaded square then no radon 
protection is needed. 
 
BR211 provides a preliminary indication of the measures required for a particular site, but it is 
also often beneficial to request a BR211 Radon Report from the BGS.  The Annex A maps indicate 
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the highest geological radon potential within each 1km grid square, but in many cases the radon 
potential varies considerably within the grid square.  The BR211 Radon Report gives definitive 
guidance on the requirement for radon protective measures, and therefore may allow the adoption 
of a lower level of protection than that indicated in the Annex A maps. 
 
ID Geoenvironmental typically obtain a BR211 Radon Report for all sites that fall within a shaded 
square on the relevant Annex A map. 
 
When requesting a BR211 Radon Report from the BGS ID Geoenvironmental select the search 
radius carefully, since too large a search radius may result in the inclusion of areas of higher 
geological radon potential, and therefore in the recommendation of too high a level of protection. 
 
Further details of the protective measures required, if appropriate, are provided in the Hazardous 
Gas section of this Geoenvironmental Report. 
 
Hydrogeology 
 
ID Geoenvironmental obtain information from the Environment Agency (EA) and the Landmark 
Information Group with respect to: 
 
• groundwater quality 

• recorded pollution incidents 

• licensed groundwater abstractions 

From 1 April 2010 the Environment Agency’s Groundwater Protection Policy uses aquifer 
designations that are consistent with the Water Framework Directive. These designations reflect 
the importance of aquifers in terms of groundwater as a resource (drinking water supply) but also 
their role in supporting surface water flows and wetland ecosystems.   

The aquifer designation data is based on geological mapping provided by the British Geological 
Survey.  

These maps are split into two differing aquifer designations: 
 
• Superficial (Drift) – permeable unconsolidated (loose) deposits such as sands and gravels. 

• Bedrock – solid permeable formations such as sandstone, chalk or limestone. 

The maps display the following aquifer designations: 

• Principal aquifers: “These are layers of rock or drift deposits that have high intergranular 
and/or fracture permeability - meaning they usually provide a high level of water storage. 
They may support water supply and/or river base flow on a strategic scale.  In most cases, 
principal aquifers are aquifers previously designated as major aquifer”. 

  
• Secondary A – “permeable layers capable of supporting water supplies at a local rather 

than strategic scale, and in some cases forming an important source of base flow to rivers. 
These are generally aquifers formerly classified as minor aquifers”; 
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• Secondary B - predominantly lower permeability layers which may store and yield limited 
amounts of groundwater due to localised features such as fissures, thin permeable horizons 
and weathering. These are generally the water-bearing parts of the former non-aquifers 

 
• Unproductive Strata: These are rock layers or drift deposits with low permeability that 

have negligible significance for water supply or river base flow. However groundwater flow 
through such rocks, although imperceptible, does take place and needs to be considered in 
assessing the risk associated with persistent pollutants.  Some non-aquifers can yield water 
in sufficient quantities for domestic use”. 

 
Groundwater vulnerability is determined by 4 variables: 
 
1. The presence and nature of overlying soil (the weathered zone affected by living organisms; 

soil in the UK can extend up to 2m in depth).  Physical properties of the soil affect the 
downward passage of water and it’s ability to attenuate pollutants.  The EA make reference 
to a three-fold classification of soil types:- 

 
•   Soils of low leaching potential are defined as “soils in which the pollutants are unlikely 

to penetrate the soil layer because either water movement is largely horizontal, or they 
have the ability to attenuate diffuse pollutants”. 

•   Soils of intermediate leaching potential are defined as “soils which have a moderate 
ability to attenuate diffuse source pollutants or in which it is possible that some non-
adsorbed diffuse source pollutants and liquid discharges could penetrate the soil layer”. 

•   Soils of high leaching potential are defined as “soils with little ability to attenuate diffuse 
source pollutants and in which non-adsorbed diffuse source pollutants and liquid 
discharges have the potential to move rapidly to underlying strata or to shallow 
groundwater”.  

   
In urban areas and restored mineral workings the soil information is based on fewer 
observations than elsewhere.  A worst-case vulnerability (H) is therefore assumed for these 
areas and for current mineral workings by the EA.  All are given a designation of HU unless 
proved otherwise. 
 

2. The presence and nature of Drift, which often overlies bedrock.  Where Drift is of substantial 
thickness and low permeability, it can provide an effective barrier to surface pollutant 
migration.  Permeable Drift is classified as a Minor Aquifer except where it is in probable 
hydraulic continuity with a Major Aquifer, where it is regarded as part of the Major Aquifer 
unless proven otherwise by site investigation. 

 
3. The nature of the geological strata (bedrock).  Rocks that contain groundwater in exploitable 

quantities are called aquifers. 
 
4. The depth of the unsaturated zone; i.e. that part of the aquifer which lies above the water 

table 
 
The EA have also designated Source Protection Zones, which are based on proximity to a 
groundwater source (springs, wells and abstraction boreholes).  The size of a Source Protection 
Zone is a function of the aquifer, volume of groundwater abstracted and the effective rainfall, and 
may vary from tens to several thousand hectares. 
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Hydrology  
 
ID Geoenvironmental obtain information from the Environment Agency and the Landmark 
Information Group with respect to: 
 

• surface water quality 

• recorded pollution incidents 

• licensed abstractions (groundwater & surface waters) 

• licensed discharge consents 

• site susceptibility to flooding 

 
The EA have set water quality targets for all rivers.  These targets are known as River Quality 
Objectives (RQO’s).  The water quality classification scheme used to set RQO planning targets is 
known as the River Ecosystem scheme.  The scheme comprises five classes (RE1 to RE5) which 
reflect the chemical quality requirements of communities of plants and animals occurring in our 
rivers.   
 
General Quality Assessment (GQA) grades reflect actual water quality.  They are based on the 
most recent analytical testing undertaken by the EA.  There are six GQA grades (denoted A to F) 
defined by the concentrations of biochemical oxygen demand, total ammonia and dissolved 
oxygen. 
 
The susceptibility of a site to flooding is assessed by reference to a Flood Map on the 
Environment Agency's website.   These maps provide show natural floodplains - areas potentially 
at risk of flooding if a river rises above its banks, or high tides and stormy seas cause flooding in 
coastal areas. 
 
There are two different kinds of area shown on the Flood Map:  
 
1. Dark blue areas could be flooded by the sea by a flood that has a 0.5% (1 in 200) or greater 

chance of happening each year, or by a river by a flood that has a 1% (1 in 100) or greater 
chance of happening each year 

 
2. Light blue areas show the additional extent of an extreme flood from rivers or the sea. These 

outlying areas are likely to be affected by a major flood, with up to a 0.1% (1 in 1000) chance 
of occurring each year. 

 
These two colours show the extent of the natural floodplain if there were no flood defences or 
certain other manmade structures and channel improvements  
 
The maps also show all flood defences built in the last five years to protect against river floods 
with a 1% (1 in 100) chance of happening each year, or floods from the sea with a 0.5% (1 in 
200) chance of happening each year, together with some, but not all, older defences and defences 
which protect against smaller floods. 
 
The Agency’s assessment of the likelihood of flooding from rivers and the sea at any location is 
based on the presence and effect of all flood defences, predicted flood levels, and ground levels.  
 
It should also be noted that as the floodplain shown is the 1 in 100 year (or 1 in 200 year as 
appropriate), areas outside this may be flooded by more extreme floods (e.g. the 1 in 1000 year 
flood). Also, parts of the areas shown at risk of flooding will be flooded by lesser floods (e.g. the 1 
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in 5 year flood). In some places due to the shape of the river valley, the smaller floods will flood a 
very similar extent to larger floods but to a lesser depth. 
 
If a site falls within a floodplain, it is recommended that a flood survey be undertaken by a 
specialist consultant who can advise on appropriate mitigating measures; ie raising slab levels, 
provision of storage etc.  
 
Furthermore, as discussed in Planning Policy Statement 25 (PPS25) a consequence of amendment 
8 to Article 10 of The Town and Country Planning (General Development Procedure) Order 1995 
(“the GDPO”), on 1st October 2006, LPAs are required to consult the Environment Agency on all 
applications for development in flood risk areas (except minor development), including those in 
areas with critical drainage problems and for any development on land exceeding 1 hectare 
outside flood risk areas. 
 
COMAH & Explosive Sites  
 
ID Geoenvironmental obtain information from the Landmark Information Group with respect to 
COMAH or explosive sites within 1km of the proposed development site.  MMi’s report refers to 
any that are present, and recommends that the Client seeks further advice from the HSE. 
 
Areas around COMAH sites (chemical plants etc) are zoned with respect to the implementation of 
emergency plans. The HSE are a statutory consultee to the local planning authority for all COMAH 
sites.  The COMAH site may have to revise it's emergency action plan if development occurs.  This 
might be quite straightforward or could entail significant expenditure.  Consequently, the COMAH 
site may object to a proposed development (although it is the Local Authority who have final say, 
and they are likely to place more weight on advice from the HSE). 
 
Preliminary Conceptual Ground Model 
 
The site’s environmental setting (and proposed end use) is used by ID Geoenvironmental to 
assess the significance of any contamination encountered during the subsequent ground 
investigation  
 
Assessment of contaminated land is based on an evaluation of pollutant linkages (source-
pathway-receptor).  Contaminants within the near surface strata represent a potential source of 
pollution.  The environment (most notably groundwater), site workers and end users are potential 
targets. 
 
Potential pollutant linkages are shown on a preliminary conceptual site model, presented as a 
Drawing in an Appendix to this Geoenvironmental Report.  The preliminary model is revised in 
light of data arising from the subsequent ground investigation.   
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