NOTE  on  High risk of instability from Northcliff Lodge proposed development

The highly inclined wooded slope lies above the notable (listed) Marine Building and Custom House.  Retaining walls were built decades ago near Northcliff Lodge, first when the road/track to Cliff House and Villa and the Northcliff estate were constructed in the 18th or early19th century and then around 1860 (John Batchelor’s phase).  The parking space on the frontage also has a retaining wall with balustrade, but with unknown foundations – it holds up a mass of infill material, presumably of low strength.

The Council’s engineering advice pre-application was: 

Due to the site’s location adjacent to /close to a cliff and the presence of retaining structures there will be a need to establish ground conditions and stability in any submission. (9th Sept 2015 letter from J M Crofts;  2015/00086/PRE)

The applicant submitted only a Desktop Slope Stability Study by Consultants Terra Firma, which concluded that 

The site is therefore considered to be at High Risk of ground movement associated with landslide and the risk will need to be assessed.  

We anticipate that the final foundation solution will have to be piles to ensure the foundation load are transferred below the slope.
The Council’s Highways and Engineering Manager’s Memorandum of 18/02/16 included:

“Some of the retaining walls in the area are .. known to be in a poor state of repair.  The desktop slope stability assessment considers the site at high risk of subsidence related to landslides.”

“Due to the potential impacts on existing properties beneath the site…the drainage strategy must be integrated with a comprehensive geotechnical assessment…incorporating the recommendations of the Desktop Slope Stability Study submitted”.

The Memo drops the original requirement on the applicants to “establish ground stability” – a requirement backed by the Consultants’ desk study in specifying site investigations – and proposes this be dealt with through a condition requiring 

# a comprehensive geotechnical assessment as proposed in the Slope Stability Desk Study, 

# plus results of monitoring boreholes - for ground movements, over at least 12 months

# a strategy for the disposal of surface water under high rainfall

The problem with this kind of Condition is that it allows development even if slope movements are detected. It is non-precautionary and fails to safeguard properties outside the site. 

Piezometers installed in the test boreholes can reveal instability; if they do show movement, these rotary borings themselves could lead to landslips, including in the slope below.

Third, test boring results that show little movement would not guarantee deep piling for construction against generating landslips. 

While the construction piles would safeguard the new dwellings by transferring the loading below the slope, the construction process using heavy equipment and causing ground vibrations could destabilise the slope below the development site

There could be a need for measures to shore up the slope, but the Consultants’ report presumes re-consideration of the construction proposals in the light of test results and does not consider such measures. If such off-site works would be needed, the applicant must show they have relevant permissions for such works outside the application site. 

Does setting a Condition meet the guidance of Planning Policy Wales?

13.9.1 Planning decisions need to take into account:
• the potential hazard that instability could create to the development itself, to its occupants and to the local environment; and
• the results of a specialist investigation and assessment by the developer to determine the stability of the ground and to identify any remedial measures required to deal with any instability.
No information has been presented on the resultant hazards, both in construction and during occupation, which have not been assessed.   The Memo mentions risk but not hazard: “potential impacts on existing properties beneath the site”.  Could slippage of the cliff destabilise adjacent land-ownings (including the Coastguard cottages) and/or damage the Custom House/ Hotel? We submit the Council needs such information to meet the first bullet point of 13.9.1.  The specialist investigation of bullet point 2 is incomplete - the consultants said their desk study should be followed by site investigation via boreholes and monitoring of any movements, to determine the stability of the ground.  We submit the results are needed to meet the second bullet point of 13.9.1.  The remedial measures required to deal with any instability including instability of the slope outside the application area have not been identified.
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