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Land at Corntown Farm, Bridgend
Proposed solar photovoltaic development

TOWN AND COUNTRY PLANNING (ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT ASSESSMENT) (ENGLAND AND WALES) REGULATIONS 1999 (as amended)

REGULATION 5 – REQUEST FOR SCREENING OPINION

BACKGROUND

The Council has received a formal request on behalf of Sirius SBC Renewables for a formal screening opinion under the above regulations to determine the requirement for an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) to accompany a planning application for the installation of a solar voltaic development at Corntown Farm, Bridgend Solar Farm for up to 3.25MWp. The application site is 8.8Ha 

Development is classified as a Schedule 2 development if it falls within a category of development listed in Schedule 2 and meets one of the relevant criteria or exceeds one of the relevant thresholds set out in Schedule 2, or is located in a sensitive area. 

On examination, it is considered that the proposal falls to be considered for EIA under Section 3 (a) of Schedule 2 of The Town and Country Planning (Environmental Impact Assessment) (England and Wales) Regulations 1999 (as amended), which relates 'industrial installations for the production of electricity, steam and hot water (unless included in Schedule 1)',

The screening opinion is required since the proposal would exceed the threshold set out in this section of the regulations, i.e. that the development area would exceed 0.5 hectares in size.

In assessing a development as to whether an Environmental Impact Assessment is needed WO Circular 11/99 advises that the basic question to be asked is : 

”would this particular development be likely to have significant effects on the environment” (para. 32).  

SITE AND CONTEXT

The site is located on a landholding associated with Corntown Farm, approximately 1.3 km to the north west of the village of Colwinston. The site lies adjacent and to the south of the A48 (Crack Hill) and measures approximately 8.8Ha. Agricultural land and hedgerows surround the site to the east, south and west, as well as to the north (beyond the A48).  

The site lies in open countryside outside of the residential settlement boundary as defined in the Vale of Glamorgan Adopted Unitary Development Plan 1996-2011 (UDP). Part of the site is crossed by a public right of way, Public Footpath No. 9. The site lies immediately to the south of the Corntown Green Wedge (South of Bridgend) set out under Policy ENV3.

The site also falls within the Aviation Safeguarding Zone, as set out in the UDP. 

The area of the site intended for the development is shown on the aerial photo below.
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DESCRIPTION OF DEVELOPMENT

The solar farm will have an installed capacity of circa 3.25MWp and comprise the following: 

· Photovoltaic (PV) panels and associated supporting frames. The PV panels measure approximately 1m by 1.6m 

· Inverter and transformer stations (housed in prefabricated containers) and on-site substations; 

· Below ground cabling linking inverter and transformer stations to the substations; 

· Perimeter fencing and inward facing infra-red (invisible) CCTV; 

· Internal service roads; 

· Temporary set down area; 

· Site access during the construction and operational phases; and 

· Scheme of landscaping 

It is also stated that after the (up to) 25-30 year lifespan of the panels, they can be lifted and removed from the site and the land returned to agricultural use 

PLANNING HISTORY

2013/00879/FUL - Erection of a single wind turbine, with a maximum blade tip height of 77 metres, along with accompanying access track, crane hardstanding, substation, associated underground cabling and temporary construction compound at MB Jones Farm, Corntown. Application withdrawn 17 October 2013.

CONSULTATIONS

Glamorgan Gwent Archaeological Trust were consulted and have recommended an archaeological desk based assessment.

Ecology Officer was consulted and has stated that an application should be supported by a Preliminary Ecological Appraisal.

REPRESENTAIONS

No public consultations have been undertaken within this Screening application.

However a letter of objection has been received from the adjoining landowner of Highfield Farm Holiday Cottages. The objection is raised on the grounds of the size, location and impact of the development on this unspoilt part of the Vale of Glamorgan and its visual impact on residential and tourism receptors and intrusive nature of the development.

REPORT

Issues

In reaching a screening opinion, the Council must have regard to the matters listed in Schedule 3 of the Regulations, which sets out the 'selection criteria' which must be taken into account in determining whether a development is likely to have significant effects on the environment. 
It identifies three broad criteria which should be considered: the characteristics of the development (e.g. its size, use of natural resources, quantities of pollution and waste generated); the environmental sensitivity of the location; and the characteristics of the potential impact (e.g. its magnitude and duration). 
The next test required is to assess the area for its environmental sensitivity, as to whether any part of the development would be carried out in a sensitive area. The EIA Regulations provide definitions of those areas that are regarded as ‘sensitive’, which includes

· Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI),

· National Parks,

· Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB),

· World Heritage Sites,

· Conservation Areas,

· Scheduled Ancient Monuments, and 

· Internationally designated sites.

The site does lie within a defined “sensitive area”. 

Notwithstanding the above, the screening process requires an examination of whether the proposed development meets any of the relevant thresholds and/or criteria listed within its Schedule 2 category.
As previously stated the development relates to a site in excess of the stated 0.5 hectare threshold. This however, does not in itself automatically require an EIA, rather a further test is undertaken to determine whether the proposed development is likely to have ‘significant effects on the environment’.
The EIA Regulations (Schedule 3) establishes the following criteria that must be taken into account in determining whether a scheme, which falls under the description of a Schedule 2 development, is likely to have significant effects having regard to :

•
 Characteristics of development;

•
 Location of development; and

•
 Characteristics of the potential impact.

Welsh Office Circular 11/99 states that EIA will usually only be needed for Schedule 2 developments in three main types of case: a) for major developments which are of more than local importance; b) for developments which are proposed for particularly environmentally sensitive or vulnerable locations); and c) for developments with unusually complex and potentially hazardous environmental effects.  It also states that the number of cases of such development will be a very small proportion of the total number of Schedule 2 developments.

From a consideration of the proposal in the context of the site, and on the basis of the information provided by the applicants, the following conclusions are reached in relation to the Schedule 3 issues.

Characteristics of the development

Annex B: Selection Criteria for Screening Schedule 2 Development – of the Regulations advise that the characteristics of development must be considered having regard, in particular, to:

(a) the size of the development;

(b) the cumulation with other development;

(c) the use of natural resources;

(d) the production of waste;

(e) pollution and nuisances;

the risk of accidents, having regard in particular to substances or technologies used.

Whilst this represents extensive ground coverage, it is not considered that the size and extent of the development is so large that its impact could be considered as being more than of local relevance / importance. In terms of the panels themselves, as they will be less than 3m above ground level. However it is recognised that the land does rise to the south/west.
The principal views of the site are likely to be from the A48.  Due to the topography of the surrounding landscape, the public viewpoints would be in relatively close proximity to the site. Details of initial consideration of viewpoints have been submitted in which to base a landscape and visual impact assessment, to support any planning application. Of the five locations shown, these are all within 300 metres of the site. Whilst it is not disputed that these would be the most prominent public locations to view the solar farm, it is considered that there may be further public viewpoints further to the north which should be considered.
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The site will be prominent when viewed form the A48, however the layout and orientation of the panels is such that the principal views will be of the rear of the panels and thus the development will  appear more open than if it were viewed from the south.  Whilst the development will clearly having some visual impact, it is not considered to necessitate an EIA on visual impact grounds alone, based on its coverage /height and overall impact.

The applicant’s submissions are noted insofar as they advise that the intervening spaces between the panels have the potential to be used as grazing land. Moreover, following the operational period of the proposal, all infrastructure can be removed from the site and the land returned to agricultural use.
There are no other large scale solar array developments constructed within the area. Whilst there is a small wind turbine at Highfield farm (to the south) and a  single 500kW wind turbine near St Mary Hill, approximately 3km to the north east of the site, however the cumulative impact with these existing turbines would not be significant, given their difference in character and scale.

In respect of criteria c, d and e, it is considered that the development would not have significant impacts in respect of natural resource usage, waste production, pollution or nuisance. In respect of nuisance, it is considered unlikely that any noise associated with the equipment would be so significant so as to necessitate an EIA. However, this matter would nevertheless need to be considered should an application be submitted.

Finally, given the nature of the proposed development, which does not as a primary function involve dangerous substances or technologies, it is considered that the development would not require an EIA as a consequence of this criterion.

It should be noted that while Circular 11:99 gives guidance on thresholds where an EIA will be likely to be required for wind energy, no such advice is given in respect of solar energy. 

Location

The site in question is located in the countryside. The site lies immediately to the south of the Corntown Green Wedge (South of Bridgend) set out under Policy ENV3 of the Vale of Glamorgan Unitary Development Plan (UDP). The site also falls within the Aviation Safeguarding Zone, as set out in the UDP. 

Accordingly, it is considered that the site does not fall within the definition of a ‘particularly environmentally sensitive location’, as set out within Circular 11/99, and that an Environmental Statement is not required due to the sensitivity of the location.

Given the proposed size and potential prominence in local and more distant views, any application would still need to be accompanied by a landscape and visual assessment.  This should utilise viewpoint analysis and photomontages, and include a description of all the existing landscape interests in the vicinity of the proposed development.  Whist visual impact is a material planning consideration, and a landscape assessment would be required to accompany planning application, it is not considered that the proposal will likely to have significant effects, such that an EIA would be required on such grounds.

Characteristics of the potential impact

The potential significant effects of development must have particular regard in particular to:

(a) 
the extent of the impact (geographical area and size of the affected population);

(b) 
the transfrontier nature of the impact;

(c) 
the magnitude and complexity of the impact;

(d) 
the probability of the impact;

(e) 
the duration, frequency and reversibility of the impact.

Whilst the solar array will be substantial in area, without a substantive visual assessment it is not yet clear to what extent the development would be visible from local and wider viewpoints.  Nevertheless, due to the topography of the area, the extent of the impact is considered to be relatively local and therefore limited, without any wider or regional impact.  The magnitude of the impact is also likely to be relatively small, with a high probability of the impact occurring. However the degree of impact will vary with the seasons given the varying degree of tree / hedgerow cover to screen the development. 

As detailed above, the key potential impacts identified are considered to be visual, in relation to its impact on the countryside, although there may also be issues arising from ecology and highways.

The duration, frequency and reversibility of the impact can only be fully assessed on the submission of an application.  However it is stated that the proposed PV panels would be temporary structures, removed at the end of their (25 -30 year) lifespan. In this regard the impact could be fully reversed.     

Impact on Ecological Interests

Whilst developments of this type have the potential to impact on ecology, it is considered that an EIA is not needed.  Nevertheless, any application would need to be accompanied by a Preliminary Ecological Appraisal. 
Archaeology

Glamorgan Gwent Archaeological Trust were consulted and have stated that the Historic Environment Records show a number of recorded archaeological sites and findspots within the immediate and surrounding area of the proposed development; primarily the route of the Roman road linking the first across south Wales, adjoins the site. Moreover there are prehistoric remains which are Scheduled Ancient Monuments within 1 km. 

GGAT have therefore recommended that an archaeological desk-based assessment should be undertaken to support the application.

Highways

The proposal site is served a short track to an existing gated access point off the B4524 Corntown Road, located close to its junction with the A48. The short section of track is currently utilised by agricultural vehicles. As part of the traffic assessment, it is stated that consideration will be given to the most efficient access point during the construction and operational phases. As part of the construction stage, a set down area will be provided for the delivery of materials, equipment and welfare facilities close to the panel development area. 

It is stated that during the construction phase it is likely that HGV deliveries will access the site from Junction 35 of M4 (Pencoed) where vehicles will take the exit onto the A473 and continue towards Waterton, prior to following the A48 (Crack Hill) in a south easterly direction towards the site. Vehicles will then turn right off the A48 (Crack Hill) into the site entrance. A Traffic Management Plan will be produced providing mitigation and management measures as appropriate. 

The Highway development team have considered the application and whilst the 

Traffic generation during the construction phase would not result in significant impacts, the application would have to be supported by a Transport Statement to include the following requirements :

· Visibility splays

· Gates at site  to be set back 1.5 times vehicle length 

· Seven day speed survey

· Programme of Construction

· Construction Route

· Swept path analyses of all turning movements into and out of the site based on the type of vehicle used

· Traffic management measures (including wheel washing)

· On site parking provision for construction staff 

Although there could be impact from the proposed construction work, it is anticipated that this would be relatively minimal and not significant and, therefore, could be mitigated through techniques and procedures that could be outlined in any planning application through a transport statement. 
In the absence of any overriding reason on the above or any other grounds, it is therefore the opinion of the Local Planning Authority that the form of development proposed does not require an Environmental Impact Assessment 

under the Town and Country Planning (Environmental Impact Assessment) (England and Wales) Regulations 1999 (as amended). 
Notwithstanding the above, the Local Planning Authority considers that any planning application should also be supported by full technical details and specifications including full details of the array and associated infrastructure including any substation, grid connection and other ancillary works and potential impacts of the development as follows: - .  

· Landscape and Visual Assessment
· Preliminary Ecological Appraisal 

· Transport Statement

· Archaeological/Cultural Heritage Assessment
CONCLUSION

Welsh Office Circular 11/99 states that EIA will usually only be needed for Schedule 2 developments in three main types of case: a)  for major developments which are of more than local importance; b) for developments which are proposed for particularly environmentally sensitive or vulnerable locations); and c) for developments with unusually complex and potentially hazardous environmental effects. 

In this respect, and taking into account each of the above, it is concluded from the information submitted that, whilst information regarding certain environmental issues (all such requirements being explained in the accompanying screening report), will be required to support any application on this site, there is not considered to be a requirement for a formal Environmental Impact Assessment to be submitted under the Town and Country Planning (Environmental Impact Assessment) (England and Wales) Regulations 1999 (as amended).
An Environmental Impact Assessment is not required for the following reason(s):

1.
Having regard to the key issues identified in Schedule 3 of the Regulations and WO Circular 11/99, the Local Planning Authority is of the view that the characteristics, location and any potential impact of the development as outlined in the supporting documentation is not likely to be significant upon the environment for the reasons identified in the screening opinion attached.


Accordingly, there is not considered to be a requirement for a formal Environmental Impact Assessment to be submitted under the Town and Country Planning (Environmental Impact Assessment) (England and Wales) Regulations 1999 (as amended). 

NOTE:

1.
Please note that the Council's Screening Opinion comprises this decision letter and the accompanying Screening Report.

Please note that this consent is specific to the plans and particulars approved as part of the application.  Any departure from the approved plans will constitute unauthorised development and may be liable to enforcement action.  You (or any subsequent developer) should advise the Council of any actual or proposed variations from the approved plans immediately so that you can be advised how to best resolve the matter.

In addition, any conditions that the Council has imposed on this consent will be listed above and should be read carefully.  It is your (or any subsequent developers) responsibility to ensure that the terms of all conditions are met in full at the appropriate time (as outlined in the specific condition).

The commencement of development without firstly meeting in full the terms of any conditions that require the submission of details prior to the commencement of development will constitute unauthorised development.  This will necessitate the submission of a further application to retain the unauthorised development and may render you liable to formal enforcement action.

Failure on the part of the developer to observe the requirements of any other conditions could result in the Council pursuing formal enforcement action in the form of a Breach of Condition Notice.
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