
Ribble Valley Borough Council                                                                  

DELEGATED ITEM FILE REPORT - REFUSAL

	Ref: GT

	Application No: 
	3/2012/0751/P

	Development Proposed:
	To change the use of the existing chapel to a single dwelling home.  Solar panels to the Southeast elevation and roof lights to the North and South Elevations.  Methodist Church, Chapel Lane, West Bradford, Clitheroe, BB7 4SN.



	CONSULTATIONS: Parish/Town Council

	West Bradford Parish Council – No objections.



	CONSULTATIONS: Highway/Water Authority/Other Bodies

	LCC Environment Directorate (Highways) – No objections in principle to the proposal subject to conditions.

United Utilities - No observations or comments received within statutory 21-day consultation period.



	CONSULTATIONS: Additional Representations

	One letter has been received from the occupier of an adjacent property, and the following points of objection have been raised,

1. Grave concerns regarding the widening of the existing gate to create a vehicular access into the site,

2. Insufficient visibility at the new entrance,

3. Traffic often exceeds 30mph here so a new access will cause problems,

4. Where will tradesmen/skips be parked when renovation works are on going?

5. Parking for the three cottages directly opposite the Chapel often have cars parked outside so access in and out of the development will be impossible.



	RELEVANT POLICIES:

	Policy G1 - Development Control.

Policy G4 - Settlement Strategy.

Policy ENV7 – Species Protection.

Policy H15 - Building Conversions - Location.

Policy H16 - Building Conversions - Building to be Converted.

Policy H17 - Building Conversions - Design Matters.

Policy T1 – Development Proposals – Transport Implications.

Policy ENV24 – Renewable Energy.

Policy ENV25 – Renewable Energy.

NPPF.



	POLICY REASONS FOR REFUSAL:

	The proposal is considered contrary to the provisions of Policies G1, ENV24, ENV25, H16 and H17 of the Districtwide Local Plan, and the guidance contained within paragraphs 55, 131 and 133 of the NPPF.  Approval would thus be detrimental to the visual amenities of the area resulting in harm to the visual appearance, character and significance of this traditional and historic building.



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

	The building to be converted sits within the middle of the village of West Bradford surrounded by residential properties, and is a former Methodist Church built in 1904, constructed from stone with a blue slate pitched roof.  The Chapel was closed in September 2011 after 107 years due to failing numbers and increased running costs.  In more recent times the Chapel has also hosted the village Post Office but this was not able to continue after a period of Post Office closures in 2007, and also served the Roman Catholic community of St Hubert's for a time.  The building has remained unused for these past 14 months.

The application submitted seeks permission to convert the above building to create one, three bed dwelling, with an area of curtilage and parking within a reasonably well-defined area.  The scheme will use all existing openings however a number of them will be enlarged to create external doorways and a significant number of new openings will be created within the roof.  The proposal also includes the introduction of an array of nine solar panels on the southern facing roof slope.  The main issues with this application relate to the principle of the development, what affect the proposed change of use and the external/internal alterations may have with regards to its visual impact on the building, the visual impact on the surrounding area and whether there are any potential impact on habitats.  Due to the difference in land levels, the current boundary treatment Chapel House and that there are no habitable room windows in the elevation of Chapel House that faces the site (above ground floor level), there will be no significant impact on the residential amenity of the occupiers of the nearby properties by virtue of the proposed internal layout of the building.
PRINCIPLE OF DEVELOPMENT

The policy basis against which this scheme should be appraised is set out in the context of national, regional and local development plan policies.  At a national level the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) came into force on 27 March 2012 and states that ‘at the heart of the NPPF is a presumption in favour of sustainable development’, which means that for decision making purposes that:

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.
I am mindful of the statement in NPPF sited above which advocates a presumption in favour of sustainable development unless any adverse impacts of doing so would significantly and demonstrably outweigh the benefits.  Paragraph 55 within the NPPF provides a more specific view on such proposals noting that ‘To promote sustainable development in rural areas, housing should be located where it will enhance or maintain the vitality of rural communities.’  The site under consideration here lies within the village of West Bradford and would be considered as an ‘infill plot’ so the principle of developing the site for a residential use would in land use terms be considered acceptable.
Due to the age of the building and the previous use on the site, it is considered to be a non-designated heritage asset with some historical interest, showing the development of the building and site in response to changing religious practices.  National guidance contained within the NPPF, specifically Chapter 12, details ‘Conserving and enhancing the historic environment’.  Paragraph 131 provides advice when determining planning applications, noting that local planning authorities should take account of:

· the desirability of sustaining and enhancing the significance of heritage assets and putting them to viable uses consistent with their conservation;

· the positive contribution that conservation of heritage assets can make to sustainable communities including their economic vitality; and

· the desirability of new development making a positive contribution to local character and distinctiveness.

Paragraph 135 of the NPPF considers that the effect of an application on the significance of a non-designated heritage asset should be taken into account in determining the application.  It also states that ‘In weighing applications that affect directly or indirectly non designated heritage assets, a balanced judgement will be required having regard to the scale of any harm or loss and the significance of the heritage asset.’
Specific guidance on proposals to convert buildings to dwellings is also provided within Local Plan Policies H15, H16 and H17.  Policy H15 allows the conversion of appropriate buildings within settlements, H16 requires that the building be structurally sound and of a sufficient size to provide minimal living accommodation without the need for further extensions and Policy H17 offers more detailed guidance on design matters.  Whilst it is acknowledged that these saved policies are more readily associated with the conversion of rural buildings, they fall within the section of the Districtwide Local Plan that conversion of barns and other buildings to dwellings and thus offer important guidelines for building conversions. 
In more detail, Local Plan Policy H16 notes that “the building must be structurally sound and capable of conversion, without the need for extensive or major alterations which would adversely affect the character or appearance of the building”, and that “the character of the building and its materials are appropriate to its surroundings and the building is worthy of retention”.  Local Plan Policy H17 discusses the finer points of the conversion of a building, noting that it must of a high standard and in keeping with the local tradition, and it also notes that “Most buildings have unbroken roof spaces, a limited number of windows and largely open interiors.  It is possible to convert buildings without changing their character by recognising these principal features and by not trying to achieve maximum floor space.  It should be remembered that these are not new buildings, and this should be reflected in the final scheme. Too many doors and windows, the insertion of dormers, roof lights and chimneys and the alterations of roof trusses will devalue the character of more traditional buildings and that of the surrounding environment.”  In assessing the scheme against the above policies, I have a number of concerns with the proposed conversion of this building and development within the curtilage, and I will discuss them in turn.

The scheme requires the insertion of nineteen (19) openings into the roof of the building.  Whilst it is appreciated that due to the lack of existing first floor openings, additional openings may be required to provide light to rooms within the roof space, this is an excessive number that will have a significant and visually detrimental impact upon the character of the building that currently has no openings in the main roof.  This visual impact is further compounded by the proposed addition of the nine (9) solar panels towards the ridge of the roof on the southern facing side.  In this elevated position, the proposed panels would be a conspicuous feature on the building given their texture and colour, which would sharply contrast with the slate beneath.  Over time, this contrast would become more pronounced given the effects of weathering of the slate.  Notwithstanding their close fit to the roof slope, the new panels would stand proud of the roof plane. Taken together, these features would cause the proposed panels to be visually obtrusive and, in my opinion, detract from the appearance of the appeal property.  From within the graveyard and from wider views, the panels would relate uneasily with the remainder of this traditionally built building and materially harm the character of the local area.  Therefore, I conclude that the proposal would significantly harm the character and appearance of the appeal property and the local area, in conflict with underlying aims of LP Policies G1 and H17 to ensure that development achieves a high standard of design and protects the rural environment.
The scheme also proposes the lowering of the cill of one of the large southern facing windows in order to insert a doorway to allow direct access out onto the garden curtilage.  This significant and drastic change to the character of the building will again be visible from the adjacent graveyard and would an entirely incongruous alteration to this historic building to the visual detriment of the character, appearance and setting of the building.  Again this alteration is further worsened by the proposed erection of an area of decking directly outside this new opening adding an alien structure to the setting of the building that will further detract from the historic simplicity of the buildings character.

Finally, there are no specific details provided as to how the existing pedestrian opening into the site will be altered to allow a vehicle to enter the site.  The existing opening is a traditional iron gate in-between two grand pillars, with a stone wall topped with iron railings completing the frontage.  This is considered an important addition to the setting of the building and without further details highlighting how the new opening in the walling/railings will be formed, it is difficult to assess whether this will have an acceptable impact upon the character and setting of the building.

On this basis, it is considered that the submitted scheme will significantly and detrimentally alter the character, setting and appearance of this building, causing substantial visual harm to its significance, and it should therefore be refused consent as it cannot be demonstrated that the substantial harm is necessary to achieve substantial public benefits that outweigh that harm or loss, contrary to the NPPF and the Local Planning Policies.
On the basis of the above, having assessed the proposed scheme in line with the above relevant Policies and Guidance it is therefore recommended accordingly.


	RECOMMENDATION: That permission be refused.
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