Ribble Valley Borough Council                                                                  

DELEGATED ITEM FILE REPORT - APPROVAL

	Ref: GT

	Application No: 
	3/2012/0424/P 

	Development Proposed:
	The proposal is for ground mounted PV array to be installed in the field to the NW of Worston House, in a low profile arrangement.  The proposal also includes the planting of a Thuja screen hedge and the creation of a wildflower meadow in the area of the field surrounding the PV modules.  Worston House, Worston, Lancashire, BB7 1QA.



	CONSULTATIONS: Parish/Town Council

	Worston and Mearley Parish Council – The PC have received a number of comments from villagers suggesting that the Thuja hedging would not be appropriate for this village environment.  The suggestion is that beech and hawthorn are appropriate.



	CONSULTATIONS: Highway/Water Authority/Other Bodies

	N/A



	CONSULTATIONS: Additional Representations

	One letter of objection has been received with the following points being raised,

1. It will be visually offensive in an AONB,

2. It will be seen from several footpaths,

3. It will have an adverse affect on local amenity, and

4. It is likely to be more financially attractive to the applicant that environmentally attractive to the local or wider community.



	RELEVANT POLICIES:

	Policy G1 - Development Control.

Policy ENV3 – Development in Open Countryside.

Policy ENV9 – Important Wildlife Site.

Policy ENV16 – Conservation Areas (setting; views out of)

Policy ENV24 - Renewable Energy.

Policy ENV25 - Renewable Energy.

Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990.

NPPF
Worston Conservation Area Appraisal (April 2007).

Biological Heritage Sites guidelines (1998). 



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

	This proposed development is for a 20kW ground mounted solar photovoltaic (PV) system to be installed in the field to the NW of Worston House, Worston.  The PV modules will be installed on individual mounting consoles that are anchored in position by using gravel as ballast.  This method has been proposed as this ensures no concrete foundations are required, therefore ensuring that the sustainable technique will not leave a legacy in the field when the system is de-commissioned.  The PV modules are an all black panel with a black frame, chosen so as to minimise the visual impact of the installation.  The applicant intends to surround the site with a new hedgerow so as to screen the development, as well as planting wild meadow seeds to grow around the modules.  The key considerations with regards to this proposal are therefore the visual impact on the setting and character of the Conservation Area, as well as the visual impact of the scheme in general.

The site lies to the south east of Worston, some 60m outside the village boundary of Worston, and lies within open countryside (RVDLP Policy ENV2).  The field in question sits adjacent to Brookside Cottage, which is within the ownership of the applicant (owner of Worston House) and is currently enclosed by an existing stone wall to the northern boundary, a hedgerow to the western boundary and a traditional, agricultural timber fence to the south and eastern boundaries.  The Agent notes within the Planning, Heritage, Design & Access Statement that the site has had no use other than by the Applicant to plant fruit bushes in, and that in the past 12 months the field has been cleared and levelled in order to prepare for this development.  From an ecological point of view, the site appears to lay adjacent to/partially within a Biological Heritage site, however the site maps on the LCC Mapzone are unclear as to the correct boundary.  Historic maps and 20th century aerial photos show the land be building free since the late 19th Century.  The public right of way FP1 runs immediately to the north of the site, with views of the site also available from FP7 to the south/east of the site.  The site, along with the rest of the land to the south of Worston Brook, is highlighted as significant open space on the Worston Conservation Area Appraisal, and is also part of the land over which ‘Important Views’ are highlighted.  

Within paragraph 17 of the National Planning Policy Framework, one of the core planning principals supports the ‘transition to a low carbon future in a changing climate, and encourage the use of renewable resources (for example, by the development of renewable energy)’.  However given the sites location within the Worston Conservation Area, this must be achieved by ‘conserving heritage assets in a manner appropriate to their significance, so that they can be enjoyed for their contribution to the quality of life of this and future generations’, another core planning principal within paragraph 17.  The site is highlighted within the Worston Conservation Area Appraisal section ‘Green Spaces, Trees and Other Natural Elements’, as a ‘green’ space of particular note, and mentions the sites historical use as a bullring and that the stone and ring to where the bulls were tethered can still be found.  The development proposed seeks no engineering works on site with all the modules sited on the land, weighed down by gravel ballasts.  The meadow is therefore maintained in its current state and could easily be returned to its existing state by the removal of the modules, thereby conserving the heritage asset in a manner appropriate to its significance.

As the scheme relates to a scheme for the harnessing of a renewable energy, paragraph 98 of the NPPF is relevant.  It advises that ‘When determining planning applications, 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.
Whilst visually the introduction of the modules onto the site will change the nature of the site, due to their low level appearance (0.53m off the ground) and the proposed screen planting on the boundaries, this minimal visual impact is more than successfully mitigated by the proposed screen planting.

The site lies within the Worston Conservation Area (a heritage asset) and as such paragraph 132 of the NPPF is considered to be important when considering the impact of a proposed development on the significance of a designated heritage asset.  It notes that ‘great weight should be given to the asset’s conservation, and the more important the asset, the greater the weight should be.  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.  Paragraph 134 continues noting that ‘Where a development proposal will lead to less than substantial harm to the significance of a designated heritage asset, this harm should be weighed against the public benefits of the proposal, including securing its optimum viable use.

As noted earlier, the site is highlighted within the Worston Conservation Area Appraisal section ‘Green Spaces, Trees and Other Natural Elements’, as a ‘green’ space of particular note, and mentions the sites historical use as a bullring and that the stone and ring to where the bulls were tethered can still be found.  The important views out of the Conservation Area, highlighted within the Conservation Area Appraisal, do not mention this site, or indeed the other land to the south of the brook, and seem to highlight the looming presence of Pendle Hill and the view of the surrounding countryside.  This site is not significantly visible from the Calf’s Head Car Park (the location of one of the ‘Important Views’), and given the development proposed seeks no engineering works on site with all the modules sited on the land, weighed down by gravel ballasts, whilst visually the introduction of the modules onto the site will change the nature of the site, due to their low level appearance (0.53m off the ground) and the proposed screen planting on the boundaries, this minimal visual impact is more than successfully mitigated by the proposed screen planting.  Therefore, due to the meadow being maintained in its current state and could easily be returned to its existing state by the removal of the modules, and that the bullring is retained on site, the heritage asset is preserved in a manner appropriate to its significance.

With regards to the potential impact on flora and fauna, paragraph 118 of the NPPF notes that ‘When determining planning applications, local planning authorities should aim to conserve and enhance biodiversity by applying the following principle, amongst others:

· opportunities to incorporate biodiversity in and around developments should be encouraged.
The site appears to lay adjacent to/partially within a Biological Heritage site, however the site maps on the LCC Mapzone are unclear as to the correct boundary.  The Biological Heritage Sites guidelines (1998) for this BHS note that the site forms an area of old established semi-natural grassland (Gr3), with the likely species on this site also including those falling within category Ff4.  As noted earlier in this report, the site has had no use other than by the Applicant to plant fruit bushes in and in the past 12 months the field has been cleared and levelled in order to prepare for this development.  The applicant proposes to re-seed the land once the modules are in place, however the proposed mix would need to be approved before it is sown. 

Local plan policies are also considerations when assessing proposals of this nature, namely Policy ENV24 which states that ‘In view of the general environmental benefits associated with harnessing renewable energy sources, the Borough Council will support the development of renewable energy schemes provided it can be shown that such developments would not cause unacceptable harm to interests of acknowledged importance in the local environment’.  Policy ENV25 continues this guidance stating that ‘In assessing proposals for renewable energy schemes, the Borough Council will have particular regard to the following issues: -

(i) The immediate and wider impact of the proposed development on the landscape; and AONB in particular the need to protect features and areas of natural, cultural, historic and archaeological interest;

(ii) The measures that would be taken, during and after construction, to minimise the impact of the development on local land use and residential amenity;

(iii) The local and wider benefits the proposal may bring; and

(iv) The fact that certain renewable energy resources can only be harnessed where the resource occurs.

The accompanying text at 4.11.5 states ‘The Borough Council will need to consider both the immediate impact of renewable energy projects on the local environment and their wider contribution to reducing emissions of greenhouse gases’.

Policy ENV16 of the Ribble Valley Districtwide Local Plan is ‘saved’ and concerns development proposals and conservation areas. This states ‘… the desirability of preserving or enhancing the character or appearance of a conservation area will also be a material consideration in deciding development proposals outside the designated area which would affect its setting or views into or out of the area’.
In my opinion, the benefits of the scheme outweigh any harm to the character (including setting) and significance of the Conservation Area, the open space character of the site is retained thanks to the low level nature of the development, as are the important views out of the Conservation Area and the landscape character of the area is sufficiently protected by virtue of the mitigation planting proposed.  On this basis, the application is recommended accordingly.



	SUMMARY OF REASONS FOR APPROVAL:

	The proposal represents an appropriate form of development and given its design, size and location would not result in visual detriment to the Worston Conservation Area or surrounding countryside, nor would its use have an adverse impact on the character and setting of the Conservation Area.



	RECOMMENDATION: That planning permission be granted.


DATE INSPECTED: 18/05/2012











