
Ribble Valley Borough Council                                                                  

DELEGATED ITEM FILE REPORT - REFUSAL

	Ref: 

	Application No: 
	3/2012/0402/P

	Development Proposed:
	Erection of a 50kW wind turbine (32.4m to tip height) to supply electricity to the farming operations at Mason House Farm, Clitheroe Road, Bashall Eaves, Lancashire.



	CONSULTATIONS: Parish/Town Council

	Bashall Eaves and Mitton Parish Council – The PC vigorously opposes the construction of such a large turbine in an AONB.  It is similar in scale to those recently proposed in Langho (not an AONB) and subject to concerted local opposition.  We have consulted CPRE and are assured that they support us in our view that approval of such a large turbine would be unprecedented in an AONB.



	CONSULTATIONS: Highway/Water Authority/Other Bodies

	LCC Landscape Architect (AONB) – The applicant proposes to erect what would be according to the Forest of Bowland AONB Renewable Energy Position Statement, a small scale wind turbine in a nationally important landscape designed for its natural scenic beauty. Whilst the scale of development is considered to be 'small' this is of course relative to the wind energy industry where, in comparison with other forms of industrial development, the scale is generally large. In the context of the application site's rural, tranquil location within the Forest of Bowland AONB, a 34.2m (or 112' 2") high wind turbine is a substantial industrial structure that has the potential to have significant landscape and visual impacts.

With an application of this nature in a highly sensitive landscape, the following are essential:

· the applicant demonstrates that likely landscape and visual impacts would be acceptable,

· the applicant provides essential information, which demonstrates the above and assists the local planning authority in making its judgements on overall acceptability of the proposals.

 

Unfortunately the applicant's submission has a number of significant weaknesses and omissions, the principal being: 

a) an inadequate landscape and visual impact assessment.

b) inadequate visualisations and zone of visual influence mapping.

 

The significant weaknesses of the applicant's landscape and visual impact assessment greatly limits its value as an aid to determining the acceptability of the application for a 50kW wind turbine at Mason House Farm. Without the essential information identified above, I cannot complete my own assessment of the proposed turbine's likely landscape and visual impacts.

 

For all these reasons I conclude that it would not be appropriate to determine the above application until an acceptable landscape and visual impact assessment has been provided. 

 

Whilst the absence of an acceptable landscape and visual impact assessment hinders my progress with assessing the application, I can at this stage advise of the following:

 

a) The Landscape Sensitivity to Wind Energy Development in Lancashire, February 2006 (Lancashire County Council) study confirms that the application site is in an area of high sensitivity.

b) The previously approved wind turbine was of a scale and form that was appropriate for the area's landscape sensitivity and capacity.

c) The wind turbine would be just 77m from a public right of way.

d) The application site is within an area that forms part of the setting to the nationally important Browsholme Hall and its historic designed landscape. The proposed wind turbine would be seen as a substantial industrialising feature in views of Browsholme's landscape.

e) The wind turbine would be visible from Longridge Fell.

f) The area has moderate – high levels of landscape tranquillity (ref CPRE Landscape Tranquillity mapping).

g) The area is notable for its strong rural character and cultural character.

LCC Ecologist – The main ecological issues arising from the proposal include possible impacts upon bats (European Protected Species) and ground nesting bird populations, including Species of Principal importance (NERC Act, 2006).  There may also be impacts on habitats of ecological importance.  From the information submitted, I am unable to adequately assess these potential impacts and a number of matters need to be addressed before the application is determined.

Natural England – Natural England has no specific comment to make on this proposal, as we do not believe that this development is likely to impact upon the purposes of the designation of the AONB.  The LPA should seek the views of the AONB prior to determining this application as they may have comments to make.  From a Protected Species point of view, within the D&A the conclusion is made that ‘no specialist ecology species or ornithological species have been found to deter the proposal progressing’, however a minimum of a desktop assessment should have been submitted to support this assessment.

NATS – No safeguarding objection to the development.

MOD – No objection to the proposal.
LCC Highways Officer – No objections.


	CONSULTATIONS: Additional Representations

	Two letters of objection have been received in regards to this application, with the following points being raised,

1. Whilst we vigorously opposed a smaller turbine that was approved, it is no surprise we are more unhappy with a larger one,

2. If turbines were the answer to the country’s energy problems rather than a means of individual profit we might take a different view,

3. Damage to visual amenity of the Ribble Valley,

4. Large scale object is incompatible with the landscape features and would damage its visual appeal,

5. Approval of this would have a detrimental impact upon the AONB,

6. Imbalance between need and supply,

7. This application needs to be viewed as a commercial profit making exercise, and

8. No benefit of this application to the local community.



	RELEVANT POLICIES:

	National Planning Policy Framework.

Policy G1 - Development Control.

Policy ENV1 – Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.

Policy ENV7 – Species Protection.

Policy ENV13 – Landscape Protection.

Policy ENV19 – Listed Buildings.

Policy ENV24 – Renewable Energy

Policy ENV25 – Renewable Energy

Policy ENV26 – Wind Energy.

Forest of Bowland AONB Renewable Energy Position Statement.

DEFRA Circular 01/2005.

Circular 06/05: Biodiversity and Geological Conservation - Statutory Obligations and Their Impact Within the Planning System.

The Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2010.

Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981.

Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006.

Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990.



	POLICY REASONS FOR REFUSAL:

	Proposal by virtue of its location, siting, scale and height would be contrary to Policies G1, G5, ENV2, ENV3, ENV24, ENV25, ENV26 of the Local Plan, Forest of Bowland AONB Renewable Energy Position Statement, guidance contained within the NPPF and The Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2010.
By virtue of its location close to a number of Public Footpaths and dwellings would impact upon the enjoyment of walkers contrary to Policy G1 of the Local Plan.

Due to the excessive scale, massing and design of the proposal, approval of this application would have an adverse visual impact on the character, setting and appearance of the adjacent Listed Building, Browsholme Hall.  Approval of this application would therefore be contrary to Local Plan Policies G1 and ENV19, guidance contained within the NPPF and the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990.

Insufficient information and/or surveys have been submitted to enable a full assessment of the potential impact of the development on the ecological value of the habitat on the site.



	COMMENTS/ENVIRONMENTAL/AONB/HUMAN RIGHTS ISSUES/RECOMMENDATION:

	The application seeks permission for the erection of an Endurance E-3120 50kW Wind Turbine on a 23.6m high tower (measuring 34.2m to the blade tip) on agricultural land at Mason House Farm, Clitheroe Road, Bashall Eaves, Lancashire.  The turbine will be sited approx. 220m west from the nearest agricultural building on site, and approx. 280m from Mason House Farm (A Grade II Listed building) itself.  There are no details of where associated cabling will be laid.  A previous application for a 20kW turbine on an 18m high mast in a slightly different location was approved in March 2011.

The site lies within the Forest of Bowland Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty approx. 1km northwest of the village of Bashall Eaves.  Public Right of Way no. 16 within the Parish of Bashall Eaves run close to the proposed site at just over 76m away (along the existing farm track) to the south of the turbine site.  The surface finish colour for the turbine and mast is indicated as white on the details submitted, however a RAL 7045 Grey colour would be more appropriate.  The turbine has three blades, all of which are 9.6m long.  The turbine will be sited on land that rises as you move away from the access track to the south of the site, and will be positioned within 50m of the hedgerow along the field boundaries.  The field is bounded by a hedgerow with trees interspersed within.  The nearest other residential property is more than 400m away from the site to the north, and as such I consider the proposal will cause no significant impact on the amenity of the occupiers of these properties by virtue of the noise emitted from the turbines.

Therefore, the main issues to look at with this application are:

· how the proposal compares to the relevant Planning Policies, both Local and National,

· the visual impact the erection of a mast will have on this particular location within the AONB, and
· the schemes impact on the setting of the Grade II Listed Building (Mason Farm House).
Paragraph 14 of the NPPF states ‘At the heart of the National Planning Policy Framework is a presumption in favour of sustainable development, which should be seen as a golden thread running through both plan-making and decision-taking.’ It advises with regards to decision taking that this means,

· approving development proposals that accord with the development plan without delay; and

· where the development plan is absent, silent or relevant policies are out of date, granting permission unless:
· any adverse impacts of doing so would significantly and demonstrably outweigh the benefits, when assessed against the policies in this Framework taken as a whole; or
· specific policies in this Framework indicate development should be restricted.
(Amongst other sites, the specific policies in the Framework relate to sites designated as an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.)

Paragraphs 95 to 98 of the National Planning Policy Framework consider proposals that seek to meet the challenge for climate change (renewable energy generation). Paragraph 96 notes that ‘In determining planning applications, local planning authorities should expect new development to:

· comply with adopted Local Plan policies on local requirements for decentralised energy supply unless it can be demonstrated by the applicant, having regard to the type of development involved and its design, that this is not feasible or viable; and

· take account of landform, layout, building orientation, massing and landscaping to minimise energy consumption.’

Paragraph 98 then considers determining planning applications noting that ‘Local planning authorities should:

· not require applicants for energy development to demonstrate the overall need for renewable or low carbon energy and also recognise that even small-scale projects provide a valuable contribution to cutting greenhouse gas emissions; and

· approve the application if its impacts are (or can be made) acceptable.

This is further supported by paragraph 109 which notes that ‘The planning system should contribute to and enhance the natural and local environment by protecting and enhancing valued landscapes,’ with paragraph 115 considering that ‘Great weight should be given to conserving landscape and scenic beauty in National Parks, the Broads and Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty, which have the highest status of protection in relation to landscape and scenic beauty.’

With regards to the Local Plan Policies, Polices ENV24, ENV25 and ENV26 of the Districtwide Local Plan are all considered important considerations.

Given the sites location within the AONB, a key consideration in the assessment process is the quality of the information provided by the applicant in support of his application, particularly the photomontages submitted and that in the landscape and visual impact assessment (LVIA).  These documents help to demonstrate that likely impacts have been addressed and, crucially, provide local planning authorities with the information they need to make informed judgements on the acceptability of impacts.  Unfortunately the photomontages submitted in support of the application for a wind turbine are considered poor and there has been no specific landscape and visual impact assessment submitted.  On this basis, there is insufficient information to enable a full assessment of likely landscape and visual impacts.

With regards to a Landscape Character Assessment of the area, according to the Ribble Valley Landscape Character Assessment (contained at the back of the Local Plan), the application site is situated on land considered to be Upland Fringe Farmland landscape character type.  Of particular relevance for this application is that the document highlights positive landscape elements, including the absence of intrusive development, but also the following existing or potential landscape detractors to this area namely,

a) the significant expansion of the built form into surrounding countryside, and

b) the urbanisation of rural areas by inappropriate siting, design and scale of industrial development.

This document notes that the Upland Fringe landscape is a widespread landscape type forming a transitional zone between moorland areas and better quality lowland farmland.  There are few recent buildings and new developments have been more or less controlled so that it does not significantly detract from the qualities of the area.  There are minor roads and footpaths throughout the area but there is still a sense of isolation around dispersed farmsteads.
Having visited the site and assessed the information provided by the Agent, I do not consider that the scheme complies with the relevant National and Local Planning Policies for the following reasons.  As noted earlier in my report, the main concern with this scheme, in fact with most schemes of this nature, is the visual impact the erection of such structures will have on the surrounding landscape of an area.  The relevant Local and National Policies all note that proposal of this nature should only be approved where it can be demonstrated that development would not cause unacceptable harm to interests of acknowledged importance in the local environment.  In this instance, permission has previously been granted for a turbine on an 18m high mast in a similar location to that proposed here.  However, by increasing the overall height of the mast by close to 5m, the likely visual impact of the wind turbine will be spread across a much wider area.  It will be visible from the public rights of way that pass through the site, albeit in connection with the main farmstead, however the visual impact will become much more wider spread than the previously approved turbine, meaning that the overall landscape and visual impacts of the proposed wind turbine would be contrary to national and regional landscape policy as the purposes of the AONB designation would be compromised.

This view is backed by the Senior Landscape Architect at LCC, who notes that with an application of this nature in a highly sensitive landscape it is essential that the applicant demonstrates that likely landscape and visual impacts would be acceptable, and provides essential information which demonstrates the above and assists the local planning authority in making its judgements on overall acceptability of the proposals.  He notes that very little assessment work appears to have been provided and even less submitted, and there is no assessment of the site and wider landscape's sensitivity and capacity, insufficient identification of visual receptors that may be affected by the proposals, no assessment of the significance of likely impacts on landscape character/value/amenity/fabric or visual receptors, no assessment of likely cumulative impacts with operational and consented wind energy development and no details of proposed mitigation measures.  In addition, he also considers that the visualisations and zone of visual influence mapping are inadequate, more pressingly that the visualisations are of particular cause of concern as the wind turbine – where visible – appears much smaller than it would be in reality.  He therefore concludes that the significant weaknesses of the applicant's landscape and visual impact assessment greatly limits its value as an aid to determining the acceptability of the application for a 50kW wind turbine at Mason House Farm, and without the essential information identified above, he cannot complete his assessment of the proposed turbine's likely landscape and visual impacts.

Whilst the absence of an acceptable landscape and visual impact assessment hinders his progress with assessing the application, he does however advise of the following: 

a) The Landscape Sensitivity to Wind Energy Development in Lancashire, February 2006 (Lancashire County Council) study confirms that the application site is in an area of high sensitivity,

b) The previously approved wind turbine was of a scale and form that was appropriate for the area's landscape sensitivity and capacity,

c) The wind turbine would be just 77m from a public right of way,

d) The application site is within an area that forms part of the setting to the nationally important Browsholme Hall and its historic designed landscape. The proposed wind turbine would be seen as a substantial industrialising feature in views of Browsholme's landscape,

e) The wind turbine would be visible from Longridge Fell,

f) The area has moderate – high levels of landscape tranquillity (ref CPRE Landscape Tranquillity mapping), and

g) The area is notable for its strong rural character and cultural character.

In considering the impact of the scheme upon the setting of Browsholme Hall, paragraph 128 of the NPPF states that ‘In determining applications, local planning authorities should require an applicant to describe the significance of any heritage assets affected, including any contribution made by their setting. The level of detail should be proportionate to the assets’ importance and no more than is sufficient to understand the potential impact of the proposal on their significance. As a minimum the relevant historic environment record should have been consulted and the heritage assets assessed using appropriate expertise where necessary.’  The Heritage Statement submitted is considered wholly inadequate when considering the impact of the proposed development on this Listed Building, in line with paragraph 132 of the NPPF, which notes that ‘Significance can be harmed or lost through alteration or destruction of the heritage asset or development within its setting. As heritage assets are irreplaceable, any harm or loss should require clear and convincing justification. Substantial harm to or loss of a grade II listed building, park or garden should be exceptional.’  On this basis, in line with guidance within paragraph 133 of the NPPF, the substantial harm or loss of significance to Browsholme Hall is not considered to outweigh the benefits of approving the scheme.

With regards to the schemes impact upon the local ecology, the Agent has supplied no ecological surveys to rule out that there are no protected species within close proximity to the site, and as such the scheme falls foul of guidance within paragraphs 115 and 118 of the NPPF.

In conclusion, the application site and surrounds, located within the Forest of Bowland AONB, displays many of the key landscape characteristics for such an area.  Having assessed the scheme, given the location, siting and scale of the proposed wind turbine, it is considered that it will have an adverse impact upon not only the local character of this location, but also on the wider landscape that includes important Listed Buildings and potential habitats appearing as a large industrial structure, thereby emphasising the presence of the wind turbines and reinforce its appearance as incongruous isolated man made features in the rural landscape. These features of the proposed turbine would result in adverse landscape and visual impacts that would be unacceptable for this area. As such, bearing in mind the above information and facts, the location, siting and scale of the development is not in accordance with the relevant policies, and it is therefore recommended that this application be refused.



	RECOMMENDATION: That permission be refused.


DATE INSPECTED: Various 2012

















