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CHANGE OF USE OF AGRICULTURAL LAND TO A CAMPING FACILITY INCLUDING AN AREA FOR TENTS AND THE SITING OF FIVE CAMPING PODS AND A FACILITIES BUILDING WITH ASSOCIATED VEHICULAR ACCESS TRACKS AND PEDESTRIAN TRACKS AT FOXFIELDS FARM, WHALLEY ROAD, HURST GREEN BB7 9PN
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CONSULTEE RESPONSES/ REPRESENTATIONS MADE:

PARISH COUNCIL:
No objections provided neighbours have been consulted and have no objections.
ENVIRONMENT DIRECTORATE (COUNTY SURVEYOR):
No objection to the proposals in principle. The sight lines at the point where the private drive meets B6243 Whalley road are very good and there is a sufficient passing place on the road at this point. However, the Highways Officer would like confirmation that the standard of the road is continued to the proposed camp site and to that point there is sufficient provision of passing places which should be at intervals of between 70m and 100m along the road with additional passing places where there are bends in the road reducing forward visibility. This provision would be required as the amenity is likely to significantly increase traffic on the access road and such facilities will reduce the need for vehicles to reverse.
LEAD LOCAL FLOOD AUTHORITY:
No objection – development is minor and not high risk.
ADDITIONAL REPRESENTATIONS:
One letter has been received and raises an objection of highway safety grounds. There are also concerns regarding noise and disturbance that would be created by the proposals. 
1.
Site Description and Surrounding Area
1.1
Foxfields Farm is located approximately 1.4km north of Brockhall Village, around 2km north-west-west of Calderstones and 1.5km east of Hurst Green. The farm is situated approximately 700m along an access road which joins Whalley Road (B6243) on its eastern side. The access road also serves as a public footpath which continues in a southerly direction past Foxfields Farm and eventually joins a separate footpath that takes an east-west route along the northern bank of the River Ribble. Foxfield Farm extends to about 135 acres and, according to the Planning Statement submitted with the application, is still actively farm by the applicant. The application site is located around 230m to the north-east of the complex of buildings at Foxfields Farm and has a gated access off the access road which serves main complex of buildings.
1.2
The site is a sloping field which rises from the south west to the north east and has an area of around 1.38 hectares. The field is bound to the north, east and west by woodland. Beyond the site to the south the land slopes down to the valley of the River Ribble. The site lies within the open countryside.
2.
Proposed Development for which consent is sought
2.1
This application seeks retrospective planning consent for the change of use of agricultural land to a camping facility including an area for tents, siting of five camping pods and facilities building including associated vehicular and pedestrian tracks. The camping pods and facilities building would be located close to the northern boundary of the site and would face in a southerly direction. The pods are of timber construction and there are two different sizes of camping pods proposed. There would be two larger pods measuring 4 metres in height and which would have a footprint of 3.8m x 5.4m approximately. The 3.no smaller pods would have a height of 3.2m and a marginally smaller footprint. All pods would comprise a single room and would be supplied with electricity, but no gas or water. The 2no larger pods would contain a double bed for occupation by two people, whilst the other three would contain two bunk beds for occupation by a family of four. The facilities building would be similar in size and appearance to the smaller pods and would contain male and female toilets and a shower with changing area. Despite the fact that they would not be physically fixed to the ground the structures would remain in situ all year. 
2.2
The vehicular tracks comprise two wheel tracks with a central grass verge and the pedestrian paths have been shale surfaced. The vehicular track currently enters the site and leads to its centre where it forms a large loop. The pedestrian track branches off from this circular track in an easterly direction to provide access to the pods on foot.
2.3
Whilst the application seeks consent for an area to be used for tents, there is no area specifically designed for this use although the Planning Statement notes that they are likely to be situated on higher ground at the eastern end of the site.

2.4
Whilst the submitted plans fail to identify a designated area for the parking of cars, the Planning Statement confirms that a parking area would be provided on the lower ground at the western end of the site and would be retained with a grass surface with no formal surfacing or marking out of spaces. The number of car parked at any one time would be dependent on how many pods are occupied and how many tents are pitched.

3.
Relevant Planning History
3/2017/0359 - Temporary planning permission (from 24 May 2017 until 24 August 2017) for a canvas marquee structure for three summer events. Withdrawn.
4.
Relevant Policies
Ribble Valley Core Strategy

Key Statement DS1 – Development Strategy

Key Statement DS2 –Sustainable Development

Key Statement EN2 – Landscape

Key Statement EC1 – Business and Employment Development

Key Statement EC3 – Visitor Economy

Policy DMG1 – General Considerations

Policy DMG2 – Strategic Considerations

Policy DMG3 – Transport and Mobility

Policy DME3 -- Site and Species Protection and Conservation

Policy DMB1 – Supporting Business Growth and the Local Economy

Policy DMB3 – Recreation and Tourism Development
Other Material Considerations:

National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF)

Technical Guidance to the National Planning Policy Framework

Planning Practice Guidance (PPG)

5.
Assessment of Proposed Development
5.1
The main considerations in determining this application are the principle of the development, the impact of the development on the character and visual appearance of the surrounding area, its effect on the residential amenities of neighbouring occupiers and its impact on highway safety and ecology. It is noted that no pre-application advice has been sought prior to the submission of this application.
5.2
Principle of Development
5.2.1
The Ribble Valley Core Strategy supports developments that contribute to farm diversification, strengthening of the wider rural area and village economies in principle. Core Strategy Key Statement EC3 relates specifically to the visitor economy stating that proposals that contribute to and strengthen the visitor economy of Ribble Valley will be encouraged and that significant new attractions will be supported in circumstances where they will deliver overall improvements to the environment and benefits to local communities and employment opportunities. The planning application does not contain any detail in relation to the commercial viability or benefits of the scheme and whilst this information is not explicitly required by the economic or tourism related policies of the Ribble Valley Core Strategy it would help to establish the level of contribution to the local economy that would arise from the proposals. Notwithstanding this lack of detail, the proposed development would contribute to some degree to the tourism economy and would generally accord with the objectives of Key Statement EC3.
5.2.2
The application site is located in the Open Countryside. Core Strategy Policy DMG2 requires development outside of defined settlement areas to meet at least one of six considerations. It is considered that the proposal is for a small scale tourism development of a type that is appropriate to a rural area and therefore meets criteria 4) of Policy DMG2.
5.2.3
Policy DMB3 relates specifically to recreation and tourism development and generally supports tourism and visitor attractions in the open countryside subject to the meeting six criteria as detailed below. It is clear that whilst the Policy is supportive of tourism development it also seeks to protect the countryside.
1. The proposal must not conflict with other policies of this plan;

2. The proposal must be physically well related to an existing main settlement or village or to an existing group of buildings, except where the proposed facilities are required in conjunction with a particular countryside attraction and there are no suitable existing buildings or developed sites available;

3. The development should not undermine the character, quality or visual amenities of the plan area by virtue of its scale, siting, materials or design;

4. The proposals should be well related to the existing highway network. It should not generate additional traffic movements of a scale and type likely to cause undue problems or disturbance. Where possible the proposals should be well related to the public transport network;

5. The site should be large enough to accommodate the necessary car parking, service areas and appropriate landscaped areas; and

6. The proposal must take into account any nature conservation impacts using suitable survey information and where possible seek to incorporate any important existing associations within the development. Failing this then adequate mitigation will be sought.

5.2.4
These are therefore the detailed considerations that are relevant to this application and that will be discussed under appropriate headings below.
5.2.5
In terms of the sustainability of its location, the application site is a significant distance from a main settlement. The nearest bus stop to the site is located around 700m away and there is a two-hourly bus service between Clitheroe and Longridge. Whilst the sites location is not considered to be highly accessible, the proposals would offer some economic benefits by creating new accommodation in the area and promoting tourism in the Borough which would benefit other local businesses.
5.3
Effects Upon the Landscape/Visual Amenity

5.3.1
Core Strategy Policy DMG2 is clear that in considering development proposals “within the open countryside development will be required to be in-keeping with the character of the landscape and acknowledge the special qualities of the area by virtue of its size, design, use of materials, the landscaping and siting”. Key Statement EN2 ‘Landscape’ and the supporting text acknowledges that the Borough comprises extensive areas of open countryside much of which has an intrinsic value that contributes to the quality of the landscape in the Borough. Development proposals should not serve to undermine the inherent quality of the landscape and open countryside areas should be protected from inappropriate development which fails to recognise and enhance local distinctiveness, landscape character, the quality of the built fabric, historic patterns and landscape tranquillity.
5.3.2
The development site is located approximately 300m south-east of the Forest of Bowland AONB. The site is contained to the north, east and north-west by dense coniferous woodland. Policy DMB3 ‘Recreation and Tourism Development’ requires development of the sort proposed to “be physically well related to an existing main settlement or village or to an existing group of buildings, except where the proposed facilities are required in conjunction with a particular countryside attraction and there are no suitable existing buildings or developed sites available”. The proposal is not required in conjunction with a particular countryside attraction and therefore this locational requirement applies in this case. 

5.3.3
The proposed development is not physically well-related to an existing main settlement or village. The application site is detached from the buildings at Foxfields Farm by a distance of 230m and the pods themselves would be over 300m away. There is an isolated timber building in close proximity to the site which was granted consent to be used as a meeting place for shoots. Whilst the surrounding area is not devoid of buildings and is characterised by scattered clusters of buildings and isolated residential dwellings, the application site is visually detached from any existing group. The wording of Policy DMB3 is explicit with its aim to be to prevent visually isolated development in countryside locations which would undoubtedly result in additional visual harm and the proposals are contrary to criterion 2) of this Policy.
5.3.4
There would be no views of the camping pods afforded to the north, east or north-west aside from glimpses into the site that would be afforded when passing along the access track and public footpath. From the southern and south-western boundary of the site the land falls towards the River Ribble. When viewed from the south and south-west from points along footpaths 3-3-FP 43 and 3-3-FP 41 (which forms part of the Ribble Way along the northern bank of the River Ribble) the pods timber construction fails to diminish the pods prominence in the landscape when seen against the backdrop of the dense woodland to the north. Whilst it is considered that the timber materials would be expected to weather over time, the Planning Officer does not consider this would substantially reduce the prominence of the camping pods when seen from mid to long-range views from south where the site is elevated above the surrounding land and exposed. The camping pods, with their front gable elevations facing south in an orderly arrangement, are a noticeable and unfamiliar feature. 
5.3.5
Concerns are exacerbated further by the visual impact of the proposed tent area and parking for the site. Many modern tents can be much larger than the proposed pods and may be more intrusive because of their bright colours and siting in more open parts of the site. The agent has not considered it necessary to identify specific areas for tent pitches or associated parking areas and the information provided with the application in relation to these aspects of the scheme is limited. Tents can be conspicuous features due their visual prominence and there is nothing within the application to indicate the area of land to be designated for tent pitches or the maximum number of tents that could be accommodated. It is also important to note that the proposed development would require a camping and caravan site license to operate. Conditions on the license may require the provision of formal parking areas, the illumination of pedestrian and vehicular tracks and the requirement to provide communal refuse bins which would all contribute to the visual prominence of the development.
5.3.6
In relation to the vehicular and pedestrian access tracks that have already been formed, the existing site plan submitted with the application does not appear to accurately reflect the situation at the site. The tracks and hard standing areas that have been made appear untidy and there is a lack of justification for some of the hard standing areas that have been laid. The applicant does not propose to provide a hard surfaced and marked out parking area, however; it was noted on a visit to the site that the ground was soft and there was standing water on parts of the site that would make the site difficult or dangerous to negotiate without a hard surface. 

5.3.7
The application does not state how many parking spaces would need to be provided. The agent does however estimate that there could be a maximum of 30 cars parked at the site at any one time, with 10-12 cars being an estimated average. With the lack of a designated parking area it is plausible that campers/visitors could park their vehicles next to their tent or close to their pod on parts of the site that are most visible.
5.3.8
When considered cumulatively the proposals would result in an adverse visual impact that would erode the character and aesthetics of this rural area. The combined visual prominence of the camping pods, tents, vehicles and associated paraphernalia would be severely detrimental to the appearance and character of the landscape contrary to Core Strategy Key Statement EN2 and Policies DMG1, DMG2 and DMB3. 
5.4
Impact on Residential Amenity

5.4.1
In terms of its impact on the residential amenity of nearby residents, the nearest residential property would be located at a distance of around 200m from the development site. This distance, which is intersected by dense woodland, would be sufficient to ensure there would be no disturbance of residents. It is noted that the access track which serves Foxfields Farm, and which would also serve the proposed development, passes a residence to the north. However, it is not considered that the character and volume of traffic created by the proposed development would have any undue impact on residential amenity.

5.5
Effects Upon Wildlife/Ecology

5.5.1
In terms of its impact on local wildlife and ecology, the plant species recorded at the site are all common in the local area and are considered of low ecological value. A low number of common bat species were recorded foraging over the site and it is likely that birds would utilise the adjacent woodland for nesting between March and September. It is not considered there would be significant degradation of foraging habitat as a result of the proposal so long as the woodland is retained and lighting onto the site boundaries is restricted. Appropriate mitigation measures are proposed as recommended by the Ecological Appraisal submitted with the application to ensure that there would be an enhancement of biodiversity in accordance with Core Strategy Policy DME3. This would include new roost provision for bats which could be incorporated into buildings or bat boxes could be erected on trees. 

5.6
Highways Safety

5.6.1
Policy DMB3 requires recreation and leisure developments to be well related to the existing highway network. The application site would be predominantly served by classified roads. The scale and type of development would not result in a significant increase in traffic movement to produce any undue problems or disturbance. The County Highways Surveyor has raised no objections on highway safety grounds aside from assurances that the access track leading to the site is finished to an appropriate standard and that there are regular passing places along the track. 
5.7
Other Considerations
5.7.1
The planning agent is of the opinion that there is no requirement for additional landscaping/screen planting at the site but has requested that the Council provides an opportunity to address any concerns if a need for further natural screening is deemed necessary.
5.7.2
The introduction of substantial landscape planting to screen proposals that are deemed inappropriate in the open countryside should not be used as a reason to approve inappropriate development. The fact that a development would not be readily seen is not a reason to allow a harmful development because it could be repeated too often. This is a proposition that if accepted and repeated would seriously devalue the Council’s rural protection policies. Nonetheless, it is considered that the development proposed in this case would be incapable of being completely screened due to the nature and intensity of the use and landscaping would not sufficiently reduce the visual and landscape harm.
6.
Conclusion
6.1
Key Statement DS2 requires the Council to reflect the presumption in favour of development contained in the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF). There are three dimensions to sustainable development: economic, social and environmental. 
6.2
In terms of its economic benefit to the rural area, the proposals are likely to generate some additional business for the nearest public houses, restaurants and shops as visitors would spend some time in the local area. In terms of its impact on the social dimension of sustainability, the proposals would expand the range of visitor accommodation in the Borough, supporting the intentions of Core Strategy Key Statement EC1 and EC3. 

6.3
As discussed above, the proposals would result in an unacceptable level of harm to the appearance and character of the surrounding landscape. The siting, form and design of the camping pods and the provision of camping and parking areas would result in a development that would be incompatible with this rural area giving rise to an incongruous and unsympathetic landscape feature and the proposals would be seen from surrounding public footpaths and public viewpoints. In this case, significant weight is apportioned to the harm to the surrounding landscape that would arise from the development proposal which would outweigh any benefit to the rural economy.
6.4
The proposed development would have a harmful impact upon the existing visual qualities of the open countryside. The proposal is therefore contrary to Core Strategy Key Statement EN2 and Policies DMG1, DMG2 and DMB3.
RECOMMENDATION: That the application be REFUSED for the followings reasons:
1.
The proposed development, by virtue of its siting, layout, form and design, would form a prominent and incongruous feature that would appear isolated in the landscape and would be detrimental to the appearance and character of the Open Countryside.  As such, the proposed development would be contrary to Core Strategy Key Statement EN2 and Policies DMG1, DMG2 and DMB3.
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