Location: Land To The North And East Of Great Wymondley
Hertfordshire

Applicant: Mr Luke Rogers
Proposal: Proposed solar farm measuring 88 hectares with

associated battery storage containers, transformers

stations, storage buildings, fencing etc including

means of access (amended plans received 30.05.2022).
Ref. No: 21/03380/FP

Officer: Shaun Greaves

Date of expiry of statutory period 15 March 2022

Extension of statutory period 16 December 2022

Reason for Delay:

Ongoing negotiations, further information received, and additional consultation exercise that
was undertaken as a result.

Reason for referral to Committee

The site area for this application for development exceeds 1 ha and therefore under the
Council’'s scheme of delegation, this application must be determined by the Council’s
Planning Control Committee.

Members should be aware that if they are minded to approve the application, this would be
a ‘resolution for grant’ subject to referral of the application to the Secretary of State, as the
site is within the Green Belt and over an identified threshold set out in The Town and Country
Planning (Consultation) (England) Direction 2021 for consulting the Secretary of State in
the event the local planning authority has resolved to grant planning permission for certain
types of development.

The purpose of the Direction is to give the Secretary of State an opportunity to consider
using the power to call in applications under Section 77 of the Town and Country Planning
Act 1990. To use the call-in power requires that the decision be taken by the Secretary of
State rather than the local planning authority.



Paragraph 3 of the 2021 Direction states:

This Direction shall apply in relation to any application for planning permission which — (a)
is for Green Belt development, development outside Town Centres, World Heritage Site
development or flood risk development; and (b) is received by a planning authority on or
after 21 April 2021.

Paragraph 4 of the 2021 Direction states:

For the purposes of this Direction, “Green Belt development” means development which
consists of or includes inappropriate development on land allocated as Green Belt in an
adopted local plan, unitary development plan or development plan documents and which
consists of or includes —

(a) The provision of a building or buildings where the floor space to be created by the
development is 1000 square metres or more; or
(b) (b) any other development which, by reason of its scale or nature or location, would

have a significant impact on the openness of the Green Belt.

The proposal is for a Solar Farm of a large scale covering 85 hectares of fields and where
there would be more than 1000 square metres of buildings in the form of
inverter/transformer stations and battery storage containers. Therefore, the proposal falls
within both (a) and (b) above.

1.0 Site History

1.1 21/01269/PRE — Pre-application submission/advice on a proposed solar farm with
associated battery storage containers, transformer stations, storage buildings,
fencing etc. including means of access.

1.2 21/02228/SO — Screening Opinion — Proposed solar farm with associated battery
storage containers, transformer stations, storage buildings, fencing etc including
means of access

2.0 Policies

2.1 North Hertfordshire District Local Plan No. 2 Alterations (Saved Policies)

Policy 2: Green Belt
Poalicy 11: Chilterns Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty
Policy 14: Nature Conservation

Policy 16: areas of archaeological significance and other archaeological areas



2.2 Wymondley Neighbourhood Development Plan (2011-2031) (Made 2018)

The Wymondley Neighbourhood Plan (WNP) was made on 26" September 2019
and now forms part of the Development Plan.

Policy NHE1: Landscape character

Policy NHEZ2: Biodiversity

Policy NHE3: Wildlife ad Ecology

Policy NHES8: Landscaping schemes

Policy NHE9: Historic character and heritage assets
Policy GB1: Green Belt

Policy FR1: Flood risk

Policy SLBE1: Business development

2.3 National Planning policy Framework (2021)

Paragraph 11 — Presumption in favour of sustainable development
Section 11 — Making effective use of land

Section 12 — Achieving well-designed places

Section 13 — Protecting Green Belt land

Section 14 — Meeting the needs of climate change

Section 15 — Conserving and enhancing the natural environment
Section 16 — Conserving and enhancing the historic environment

2.4 National Policy Statements

Published in July 2011 the National Policy Statement for Energy (EN1) confirms the
need for the UK to diversify and de-carbonise electricity generation, and at paragraph
3.3.10 the Government’'s commitment to increasing dramatically the amount of
renewable generation capacity.

The National Policy Statement for Renewable Energy Infrastructure (EN-3) also
published in July 2011 confirms the importance of renewable energy.

2.5 National Planning Practice Guidance (NPPG)

Reference ID: 5-001-20140306 — Why is planning for renewable energy important?
Increasing the amount of energy from renewable and low carbon technologies will
help to make sure the UK has a secure energy supply, reduce greenhouse gas



emissions and slow down climate change and stimulate investment in new jobs and
businesses. Planning has an important role in the delivery of new renewable energy
infrastructure in locations where the local environmental impact is acceptable.

Reference ID: 5-013-20150327 - What are the particular planning considerations that
relate to large scale ground-mounted solar photovoltaic farms?

The deployment of large-scale solar farms can have a negative impact on the rural
environment, particularly in undulating landscapes. However, the visual impact of a
well-planned and well-screened solar farm can be properly addressed within the
landscape if planned sensitively.

Particular factors a local planning authority will need to consider include:

e encouraging the effective use of land by focussing large scale solar farms on
previously developed and non-agricultural land, provided that it is not of high
environmental value;

e where a proposal involves greenfield land, whether (i) the proposed use of any
agricultural land has been shown to be necessary and poorer quality land has
been used in preference to higher quality land; and (ii) the proposal allows for
continued agricultural use where applicable and/or encourages biodiversity
improvements around arrays.

e that solar farms are normally temporary structures and planning conditions can
be used to ensure that the installations are removed when no longer in use and
the land is restored to its previous use;

e the proposal’s visual impact, the effect on landscape of glint and glare and on
neighbouring uses and aircraft safety;

o the extent to which there may be additional impacts if solar arrays follow the daily
movement of the sun;

o the need for, and impact of, security measures such as lights and fencing;

e great care should be taken to ensure heritage assets are conserved in a manner
appropriate to their significance, including the impact of proposals on views
important to their setting. As the significance of a heritage asset derives not only
from its physical presence, but also from its setting, careful consideration should
be given to the impact of large-scale solar farms on such assets. Depending on
their scale, design and prominence, a large-scale solar farm within the setting of
a heritage asset may cause substantial harm to the significance of the asset;

o the potential to mitigate landscape and visual impacts through, for example,
screening with native hedges;

o the energy generating potential, which can vary for a number of reasons
including, latitude and aspect.

The approach to assessing cumulative landscape and visual impact of large-
scale solar farms is likely to be the same as assessing the impact of wind turbines.
However, in the case of ground-mounted solar panels it should be noted that with
effective screening and appropriate land topography the area of a zone of visual
influence could be zero



2.6 North Hertfordshire District Local Plan 2011 -2031

At the time of writing this report this emerging local plan was at a very advanced stage
and was due to go to Full Council on 8" November 2022. Members will be updated
orally at the meeting. _

Policy SP1: Presumption in favour of sustainable development
Policy SP5: Countryside and Green Belt

Policy SP11: Natural resources

Policy SP12: Green infrastructure, landscape and biodiversity
Policy SP13: Historic environment

Policy D1: Design and sustainability

Policy D3: Protecting living conditions

Policy D4: Air quality

Policy HE1: Designated heritage assets

Policy HE3: Non-designated heritage assets

Policy HE4: Archaeology

Policy NE1: Strategic Green Infrastructure

Policy NE2: Landscape

Policy NE3: The Chilterns AONB

Policy NE4: Biodiversity and geological sites

Policy NE5: Protecting Open Space

Policy NE7: Reducing flood risk

Policy NE8: Sustainable drainage systems

Policy NE12: Renewable and low carbon energy development



2.7

2.8

2.9

3.0

3.1

3.2

3.3

Supplementary Planning Guidance

North Hertfordshire Landscape Study 2011: Area 216 Arlesey — Great Wymondley

Documents supporting the Emerging Local Plan (ELP)

North Hertfordshire Local Plan 2011-2031 Green Belt Review Update 2018

Other relevant Council publications

Council Plan 2020 — 2025
North Herts Climate Change Strategy

Representations

Statutory and non-statutory consultees

Responses are summarised below.

Wymondley Parish Council — objects to the application for the following reasons;

The Green Belt should not sacrificed simply because of proximity to a national grid
connection.

Fulfilling national and local climate change objectives and the need for more
renewable energy generation, should not be to the detriment of the Parish and its
local environment.

If the District Council is minded to grant planning permission the Parish Council
would wish to see the applicant entering into a S106 obligations to provide the
following:

A financial bond to ensure the ongoing upkeep and maintenance of the planting
scheme proposals during the duration of the operation of the site as a solar farm.
A financial bond to ensure restoration at the end of its lifespan

An annual financial commitment to compensate the Parish for the impacts of the
development either by donation to the Parish Council or the setting up of a specific
community fund.

Response to re-consultation — there was nothing in the amended scheme that

would alter the Parish Council’s unanimous objection to the application. Some of

the findings of the expert advisors give rise to even greater concern and emphasise

the unsuitability of this location for such a huge solar array. The fundamentals are

unchanged and are summarised as follows:

e The development is on designated Green Belt and the developer fails to prove
the case for “very special circumstances”.

e The Neighbourhood Plan retains the Green Belt in its current form.

e The land is high grade 2 and 3a agricultural land producing grain at a time
when such crops are a very important asset for food security



3.4

3.5

3.6

3.7

3.8

3.9

e Close to villages and cause harm to the openness of the Green Belt
countryside.

e Serious threat to the health and wellbeing of residents.

e Cumulative impact of proposed housing site at little Wymondley and the
proposed solar farm at Redcoats.

e There is significant archaeological interest on the site and the historic field
pattern should not be disturbed not should it have random trench investigation
and permission should be refused due to archaeological interest of the site
alone.

e The amendments do not take on board the recommendations of the Council’s
landscape consultant, which would not in diminish the harm to the Green Belt
and open views from the village.

e The Parish Council remains concerned about the impact the scale of the Solar
Array would have on the drainage and flood risk as the main centre of
population of Little Wymondley is at a lower level.

e The site is a habitat for roaming animals from deer to mice. The enclosure of
the space with high fencing will ruin these traditional natural routes disturbing
feeding patters and breeding. In addition, the solar panels and buildings will
bring dangers to the numerous birds of prey such as red kites in the area.

Graveley Parish Council — the proposal will inevitably increase the amount of
traffic coming through the village- if granted all construction traffic should approach
from the north via Junction 9 of the A1M and not from the south — Junction 8. Hours
allowed during construction should be curtailed.

Response to re-consultation — object — with the additional comment — if the
application goes ahead, construction traffic should access the site from junction 9
of the Al and should be prohibited from coming through Gravely village.

Stevenage Borough Council — No comment to initial consultation.

Response to re-consultation - no objections to the scheme in principle. Would like
to take this opportunity to ensure that adequate consideration is given to traffic
routes for construction vehicles and latterly servicing and maintenance vehicles,
given the rural setting of the site, and the roads leading to the site access.

Furthermore, that due consideration is given to the visual impact of the panels, and
the numerous associated buildings/compounds required as part of this proposal.
Especially given its prominence to and the views from the A1(M).

Chilterns Conservation Board — No comment received

Historic England - No Objections - should the Council be minded to approve the
application. The proposed development would have some limited impact upon the
setting of nearby heritage assets, and judge that this would equate to a level of
harm that would be less than substantial in NPPF terms.



3.10

3.11

3.12

3.13

3.14

3.15

3.16

3.17

3.18

3.19

3.20

3.21

3.22

Natural England — No objection — the proposed development will not have
significant adverse impacts on statutorily protected nature conservation sites.

National Grid (Gas) - No objection

National Grid (Electricity) — No comment received.
Environmental Health (Contaminated land) - No objection
Environmental Health (air quality) — No objection

Environmental Health (Noise) — comment suggest conditions limiting hours of
operation.

HCC Highways — Initially recommended refusal due to insufficient information to
enable the Highway Authority to fully assess the highway implications of the
proposed development. Further information was provided by the applicant and
the highway authority were reconsulted.

Response to re-consultation — does not wish to restrict the grant of planning
permission subject to conditions.

HCC Lead Local Flood Authority - Object - the solar panel infrastructure will
change the dynamics of the greenfield site and the applicant will need to provide a
formal drainage layout strategy.

Concerned that the development will increase flooding downstream Will remove
objection if it can be shown there will be a betterment as a result of the development
to the existing flood risk from overland flows and the implementation of a
sustainable management system of surface water run-off.

Re-consultation - The LLFA were reconsulted on the revised scheme, which
included a revised Flood Risk Assessment, Technical Note and revised General
Arrangement, which now includes a drainage strategy proposing betterment of the
existing situation. No response has been received to the re-consultation.

HC Countryside and Rights of Way Officer — No comments received

Hertfordshire Ecology — No objection — subject to conditions requiring a Soll
Management Plan and a Biodiversity Net Gain Plan (BNG). Adequate boundaries
should be retained against all hedgerows and woodland. Given optimistic claims
relating to birds and hares in the submission a BNG condition should require
proposals to identify how these will be sustained with targets/objectives and
possible remedial measures



3.23

3.23.1

3.23.2

3.24

3.25

3.26

CPRE Hertfordshire (Campaign to Protect Rural England) — Objection

1. Thelandisinthe GB

Misleading application to state there is no landscape designation

3. Vital function as open countryside for both agriculture and recreation, and for
the conservation and enhancement of the natural environment -
inappropriate in GB

4, Large scale = very considerable impact on the area by virtue of the solar
panels and associated infrastructure

5. Ministerial letters have state that the need for renewable energy does not
automatically override environmental protection

6. Local environmental impact is unacceptable — not locationally constrained
and do not accept that there are VSCs for locating on GB land.

7. Principle of openness is a key test which will be severely jeopardised

8.  The proposed development would be highly visible over a wide area and from
several public rights of way

9.  The present use for agriculture should be maintained.

10. Importance of the countryside emphasised through the pandemic.

11. Harm to biodiversity and wildlife.

N

HCC Historic Environment Advisor — the proposed development site lies within
an areas of high archaeological potential from The Prehistoric to Medieval periods.
Agrees to a mitigation strategy should planning permission be granted, which
includes removal of development impact on specific areas through the adoption of
a no-dig policy and archaeological trial trenching throughout the site.

Broadly happy with the submitted Written Scheme of Investigation (WSI) but would
wish to see amendments to it before it is agreed than therefore suggests conditions
including the submission of an amended WSI.

North Hertfordshire Archaeological Society — Objected — So far, inadequate
level of archaeological information has been provided and geophysical survey or
trial trenching should be undertaken. There is known archaeological interest
within the site from Pre-historic to Medieval periods. The site lies within a defined
Area of Archaeological Importance in the Local Plan which should be extended to
include the whole site.

The applicant undertook a geophysical survey and Written Scheme of
Investigation. No further response has been received to re-consultation on these
matters.

Herts and Middlesex Wildlife Trust — Initial comments indicated that more
ecological information was required before a decision should be made including
the full Natural England Biodiversity metric to enable verification of the habitat and
condition assessments within it. 3. In addition, buffers of 12m of complimentary
habitat to all hedgerows and woodland should be provided to be consistent with



3.27

3.28

3.28.1

3.28.2

3.28.3

this emerging policy. This information must be supplied before the proposal can
be decided.

Reconsulted on amended landscaping and provision of Biodiversity metric - raise
no objections subject to a condition requiring a biodiversity net gain plan.

Neighbour and Local Resident Representations

The application has been advertised by neighbour notification letters, the display
of site notices and press notices.

There were 177 comments received on the original submission, an objection letter
from a planning consultancy with a list of 44 objectors and a petition signed by 25
people. Of the comments received 171 are objections and 6 are in support of the
proposal. The application was amended by revised plans in June 2022 and a
further 20 public comments were received all objecting to the proposal

The objections and the issues raised are summarised below.

Green Belt

Loss of openness and harm to the purposes of the Green Belt.
Visual harm from the proposed associated infrastructure.

Loss of the narrow gap between Hitchin and Stevenage.

It should be located outside the Green Belt.

Very special circumstances have not been demonstrated.

The is considerable non-Green Belt land where the proposed development could
be located.

Heritage
Impact upon the character of Great Wymondley Conservation Area.

The scale is overly large compared to the village of Great Wymondley with
resulting harm to the setting of the conservation area.

The site has potential for archaeological remains close to the site of a Roman villa.
Digs will be impossible once the land is covered in solar panels.

Flood Risk

There is existing flooding in Priory Lane and Gravely Lane at time of heavy
prolonged rain.



3.28.4

3.28.5

3.28.6

The proposal would increase the existing flooding problem in Priory Lane and Little
Wymondley

There is no explanation of how or where the proposed electricity cable to the sub-
station will run bearing in mind the high water table in Graveley Lane and Priory
Lane at times of heavy rainfall.

Highways

The proposal would cause congestion in the area during its construction.
Construction traffic should be barred from access through the village.

Impacts on amenity, including health and wellbeing

Risk of fires and consequential emission of toxic gases.
Health and safety issues with battery storage units

The public footpaths and cycle paths in the vicinity are heavily used. The proposal
would result in the loss of opportunity for walking and exercise.

There are concerns about electromagnetic waves around solar farms.
Glare from solar panels can cause a hazard to drivers and riders.

The panels would be depressing to look at and harm the local populations health
and mental well-being.

There would be significant disruption to everyday life during the construction period
and cable laying process.

Noise from inverters and cooling fans.
The proposal should be reduced in scale and located further away from the village.

Impact on the character and appearance of the area and surrounding landscape

The proposed development is too large.

It would be in an area already under pressure from housing and national
infrastructure.

Harm to what was once attractive countryside that has been eroded by
developments.

Significant cumulative impact along with Solar Farm proposed south of Little
Wymondley.

The proposed development would be unsightly.



3.28.7

3.28.8

3.28.9

3.28.10

The proposal will detract from the visual amenity enjoyed by walkers, cyclist and
riders.

There would be harm the local landscape which would only be partly reduced by
the proposed screening and mitigating measures.

A high security fence and CCTV cameras on 4 metre poles would be totally
incongruous in the open countryside.

Impact on nature and wildlife

Harm and disturbance to wildlife including ground nesting birds and birds of prey.

Affect the free movement of wildlife in the corridor between Gravely and Great
Wymondley.

Loss of best and most versatile agricultural land

The land is good quality Grade 2 and 3 agricultural land which is in short supply
and needed in the current climate to produce crops.

Loss of food production.

Renewable Energy Production

Solar farms produce little electricity compared to wind turbines
CO2 is produced during manufacture, transporting and installation.

Solar panels should be placed on factories, local government buildings, schools
and new housing before being installed in agricultural fields.

On the revised scheme — notwithstanding the proposal to provide basins to slow-
down water to the Priory Stream the amount of water will still build up. Food
production is more important than using farmland for solar panels.

The majority of solar panels are built in China with the risk of forced labour within
the supply chain.

The production of PV panels uses a lot of water and toxic chemicals in the
manufacturing process.

The need for North Herts to generate its own electricity as part of a plan to achieve
net zero carbon emissions is not mentioned in the North Herts Climate Change
Strategy.

Other objections

Conflicts with the Neighbourhood Plan, NPPF and emerging Local Plan.

The consultation period was too short.



3.28.11

3.28.12

3.28.13

The site does not meet the solar industry’s site selection criteria.

Solar panels should be on the roofs of buildings and brownfield land, not green
fields.

Disturbance to water mains, drains and telephone lines.

An application for a large solar farm south of Three Houses Lane, Codicote was
refused on Green Belt grounds and loss of high-grade agricultural land, this mirrors
that situation.

The proposal would reduce visitors to the village and thereby affect the local
economy.

Objections following re-consultation on the revised application raise the following
issues:

The proposed additional planting would not substitute existing open views.

The amended proposal would exacerbate rather than alleviate existing flooding
problems.

The three surface water attenuation basis and two overland attenuation basins
would make little difference to the existing drainage situation.

The revised proposal would still conflict with Green Belt Policy and harm the
openness of the Green Belt, result in the loss of high-quality agricultural land, harm
the countryside, health and wellbeing of residents and impact archaeology and
harm to wildlife.

The submissions in support of the application are summarised as follows:

Climate Change

This is just one of the measures needed to combat the climate and ecological
emergency and the UK’s aim to reach net zero by 2050.

Without such developments the legal target will not be met.

The Green Belt will be worthless in a landscape devoid of wildlife due to global
heating.

Solar farms provide electricity to the grid where there is spare capacity. The site
location has the benefit of being close to Wymondley Substation.

Large Scale Solar Farms are essential to meet predicted demand as we abandon
fossil fuels.

Other supporting comments

The site is relatively remote from residential areas

Local farmland is only as good as the fertilizer applied and is being put to set-aside.



4.0

4.1
41.1

4.1.2

4.1.3

414

4.1.5

4.1.6

4.1.7

When the solar panels become redundant it will be easy to revert the site to
farmland

The proposal would have no effect upon flooding
There would be no greater effect upon wildlife compared to farming

Whilst the development has the potential to enhance biodiversity this must be
controlled by condition.

Density should be reduced and additional peripheral planting and conditions
relating to decommissioning.

Planning Considerations

Site and Surroundings

The application site is in two parts to either side of Graveley Lane and also includes
the route of grid connection which follows the existing highways to National Grid’s
Wymondley Substation. The site is located within the countryside and the Green
Belt to the northeast and east of Great Wymondley. To the east of the site is the
Al (M) with the settlement of Graveley beyond.

The site, including the route of the grid connection, extends to 88 hectares and
comprises arable farmland with hedges.

The Hertfordshire Way runs adjacent to the site beyond the northern boundary.
A National Grid gas pipeline passes through the southern part of the site.

The site is within the setting of nearby listed buildings, Scheduled Monuments and
Great Wymondley Conservation Area and is within an area of archaeological
interest.

The grade Il listed Conduit Heat at Priory Farm is located about 70m to the west of
the application site. This designated heritage asset forms part of the Wymondley
Priory Scheduled Monument, the main part of which is located about 300m to the
west, separated from the site by an arable field. Within the Priory there is a Grade
| listed building and associated Grade II* Tithe Barn, along with two further grade
Il listed buildings.

In addition, the site of Great Wymondley Castle, a Scheduled Monument is located
about 260m from the application site. There is evidence of a Roman Settlement
between the northern part of the site and Great Wymondley.



4.2

42.1

4.2.2

4.2.3

4.2.4

The Proposal

The proposal is for a photovoltaic (PV) solar array and ancillary development.
This would consist of:

about 150,000 to 160,000 PV panels and associated support frames;
22 Inverter/transformer stations;
22 battery storage containers;
1 storage container;
1 switchgear building;
1 control room building;
Grid connection cable to National Grid’'s Wymondley Substation
About 2.1km of new or resurfaced internal access tracts (3m wide using
Type 1 aggregate)
2 improved existing access points from Graveley Lane
Ditch culverts for track crossings
7.8km of stock fencing
40 CCTV cameras atop 4m high posts
Woodland planting
Hedgerow planting (new and gapping up of existing hedgerow)
Lighting above access doors to the Switchgear building, Control Building
and Inverter Transformer Stations
Attenuation ponds and water detention areas

The solar array would generate up to 49.995MW of electricity.  This is just below
the threshold of 50MW for onshore generation to be treated as a Nationally
Significant Infrastructure Project, above which a Development Consent Order
would have needed to be sought from the Secretary of State.

The application is supported by the following documents:

Planning Application Drawings
Planning, Design and Access Statement

Agricultural Land Assessment

Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment

Solar Photovoltaic Glint and Glare Study

Noise Impact Assessment

Heritage Assessment

Flood Risk Assessment and drainage Technical Note
Preliminary Ecological Appraisal

Transport Statement

The applicant indicates that the site would be decommissioned at the end of its 40-
year operational life and restored to full agricultural use.
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4.2.6

4.2.7

4.2.8

4.2.9

4.2.10

4211

4.2.12

Regarding, the main elements of the proposed development, the solar panels
would be mounted on a steel and aluminium frame positioned at an angle of 20 to
25 degrees and facing south. The lowest edge of the panels would be 800mm
above ground level to enable the area to be grazed by sheep. The panels would
be arranged in rows about 5m apart and they would be up to 3m high.

The Inverter-Transformer Stations would be contained within a modified shipping
container or similar measuring about 12.19m x 2.44m x 2.59m high. They would
be supported by strip or slab foundations and the maximum height including
foundations would be 3m high. These buildings would contain the inverters,
transformers and circuit breakers necessary to connect the solar farm to the on-
site Switchgear Buildings. The total footprint of the Inverter-Transformer Stations
would be about 660mz2.

The proposed Battery Energy Storage Systems would be housed in shipping
containers on strip or slab foundations. The proposed control room would be
modest in scale and have an overall footprint of 15m2.  Lighting would be
provided to the switchgear building and transformer stations above access doors
and would be activated by sensors. It is not proposed to provide continuous
lighting.

Landscaping proposals are illustrated indicatively and would comprise grassland
within the perimeter fencing, suitable for sheep grazing, species rich grassland
outside the perimeter fencing, woodland planting along the western and northern
boundary of the norther parcel of land, new hedgerows along Graveley Lane and
the A1(M), gapping up existing hedgerows and the management of existing
hedgerows to a height of between 3 and 5 metres. All existing hedgerows would
be retained. Native hedgerows would be planted along the highway boundaries of
the Site with Gravely Lane and the Al (M).

A high voltage underground cable connection from the Switchgear Building to the
National Grid substation is proposed along the carriageway or verge along
Graveley Lane, Priory Lane, Stevenage Road and Blakemore End Road.

Following construction of the proposed development, access would be limited to
routine maintenance operations and grazing.

The applicant indicates that construction would take about 36 weeks, including
testing and commissioning.

The applicant proposes construction to take place 7 days a week between 07.30
and 18.00 Mondays to Fridays and between 08.30 and 18.00 on Saturdays and
Sundays.



4.2.13

4.2.14

4.2.15

4.3

43.1

4.4
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Deliveries and noise generating activities are proposed to take place Mondays to
Saturdays within the following hours:

¢ Monday to Friday 07.30 to 18.00

e Saturday 07.30 to 13.00 with

¢ No deliveries on Sundays with the exception of one-off abnormal loads or large
vehicles such as cranes

¢ Piling would only be undertaken between 09.00 and 17,00 each day Monday to
Friday.

Construction access would be via the proposed operational access point off
Graveley Lane. Temporary construction compounds would be provided within the
development. These areas would be restored during construction

A Construction Environmental Management Plan (CEMP) is proposed to be
developed by the applicant which will provide the overarching framework for all
phases of the development and manage and report environmental effects during
construction. This could be controlled by condition in the event that permission is
granted.

Decommissioning

At the end of the 40-year life of the proposed Solar Farm it would be
decommissioned, which would require similar plant to the construction phase with
similar traffic impacts. All above and below ground infrastructure would be removed
from the site and recycled, where possible.

Amendments

To address comments from the LLFA, Environment Agency, HHC’s Archaeological

Advisor, and the Council's landscape consultant, the application was amended in

May and June 2022 through the provision of a revised Flood Risk Assessment and

Technical Note addressing Surface Water Drainage and Overland Flow

Management Strategy, and revised General Arrangement and Landscape

Proposals. The amendments were in response to consultee comments. The

changes are set out below.

¢ The buffers between existing hedgerows, trees and woodlands were increased
from 6m to 12m in response to comments from the Wildlife Trust. The buffers
would be managed as species rich grassland and wildflower areas.

o Permissive footpaths are proposed within these increased buffers and would
provide permissive footpath links from the existing public right of way near
Milksey Cottages. Two links to the existing Hertfordshire Way would be
provided, one parallel to Gravely Lane and the other perpendicular to Graveley
Lane to provide circular walking routes for the life of the Proposed Development.

e No dig areas are illustrated as per the submitted Written Scheme of
Investigation relating to archaeology.
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45.2

453
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e Drainage attenuation features have been added with solar panels proposed to
be omitted from these locations.

e Two new hedgerows have been added within the northern area to link the
existing truncated hedgerow to the wider field pattern.

e Woodland copses have been added either side of the proposed site entrance.

e The solar panels have been pulled back from Graveley Lane in the field nearest
to Great Wymondley and additional woodland and hedgerow planting/gapping
up is proposed along the western boundary towards Great Wymondley.

To address issues raised by the Highway Authority amended drawings were
supplied showing proposed passing place and visibility splays, forward visibility
splays and swept path assessment.

Keys Issues

The key issues for consideration of this full application for planning permission are:

¢ Climate Change and Renewable Energy

¢ Policy background and the principle of development in the Green Belt

¢ Whether the development would be inappropriate in the Green Belt

e Impact upon openness and the purposes of including land within the Green Belt

e Any other harm

e Impact upon heritage assets

¢ Impact of the development upon the character and appearance of the area

e Impact of the proposed development on the local highway network

e Other impacts and environmental considerations

¢ Planning Benefits

e Whether very special circumstances are required and exist including climate
change and overall need for renewable energy

Climate Change and Renewable Energy

Applications for planning permission are determined in accordance with the
development plan unless material considerations indicate otherwise.

At the time of writing this report, the Development Plan includes the Saved Policies
of the District Local Plan No. 2 with Alterations 2007. There are no saved policies
relating to climate change and renewable energy.

The Wymondley Neighbourhood Plan (WNP) forms part of the Development
Plan. There are no policies in the WNP relating to renewable energy and
achieving zero carbon emissions.

At the time of writing this report, the emerging Local Plan does not form part of
the development plan but is at an advanced stage, the Inspector’'s Report has been
published and the adoption of the local plan is to be considered in early
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November. Therefore, under the provisions of paragraph 48 of the NPPF the
emerging Local Plan should be given significant weight. If the Local Plan is
adopted in November policies of the new Local Plan will be given full weight.

Policy NE12: Renewable and low carbon energy development states: Proposals
for solar farms involving the best and most versatile agricultural land and proposals
for wind turbines will be determined in accordance with national policy.

The Government considers that climate change is occurring through increased
greenhouse gas emissions, and that action is required to mitigate its effects. A
significant boost to the deployment of renewable energy generation is one action
that is being promoted.

The Climate Change Act 2008 (as amended) sets a legally binding target in the
UK to reduce all greenhouse gas emissions to net zero by 2050. Renewable
energy generation is an important part of reducing carbon emissions. Significant
increase in renewable and low carbon generation, carbon capture and storage will
be required to achieve the Government’s net zero commitment by 2050, amongst
other things.

Electricity demand is predicted to increase by National Grid, due to increase in
population, transition to electric vehicles, increase in hydrogen production and a
move away from the use of natural gas for heating.

The applicant sets out the need for the proposed development in the submitted
Planning, Design and Access Statement and the contribution that the proposed
development would make to renewable energy production. Reference is made to
several Government strategy and policy documents including, ‘Net-Zero Strategy:
Built Back Greener that was published in October 2021. This strategy sets out
policies and proposals for decarbonising all sectors of the UK economy to meet
net-zero target, including a commitment to fully decarbonised the power system by
2035 and seeks to accelerate the deployment of low-cost renewable energy
generation as part of this.

The site is in the Green Belt and in Section 13, paragraph 151 of the NPPF
confirms that “elements of many renewable energy projects will comprise
inappropriate development. In such cases developers will need to demonstrate
very special circumstances if projects are to proceed. Such very special
circumstances may include the wider environmental benefits associated with
increased production of energy from renewable resources.”  Therefore,
Government Policy, which the WNP and emerging Local Plan defer to, does not
rule out renewable energy projects such as solar farms within the Green Belt, but
requires very special circumstances to be demonstrated.

Support for renewable energy is set out in Section 14 of the NPPF.
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Paragraph 152 states: “the planning system should support the transition to a low
carbon future in a changing climate, taking full account of flood risk and coastal
change. It should help to shape places in ways that contribute to radical
reductions in greenhouse gas emissions, minimise vulnerability and improve
resilience, encourage the reuse of existing resources, including the conversion of
existing buildings, and support renewable and low carbon energy and associated
infrastructure.”

Paragraph 155 of the NPPF states “to help increase the use and supply of
renewable energy and heat, plans should: (a) provide a positive strategy for energy
from these sources, that maximise the potential for suitable development, while
ensuring that adverse impacts are addressed satisfactorily (including cumulative
landscape and visual impacts); (b) consider identifying suitable areas for
renewable and low carbon energy sources, and supporting infrastructure, where
this would help secure their development; and (c) identify opportunities for
development to draw its energy supply from decentralised, renewable or low
carbon energy supply systems and for co-locating potential heat customers and
suppliers”.

In determining planning applications for renewable and low carbon development,
Paragraph 158 of the Framework confirms that local planning authorities should:
“(a) not require applicants to demonstrate the overall need for renewable or low
carbon energy and recognise that even small-scale projects provide a valuable
contribution to cutting greenhouse gas emissions; and (b) approve the application
if its impacts are (or can be made) acceptable. Once suitable areas for renewable
and low carbon energy have been identified in plans, local planning authorities
should expect subsequent applications for commercial scale projects outside these
areas to demonstrate that the proposed location meets the criteria used in
identifying suitable areas.”

The National Planning Practice Guidance (PPG) addresses renewable and low
carbon energy and confirms that planning has an important role in the delivery of
new renewable and low carbon energy infrastructure in locations where the
environmental impact is acceptable. It recognises that large scale solar farms “can
have a negative impact on the rural environment, particularly undulating
landscapes” but ‘“the visual impact of a well-planned and well-screened solar farm
can be properly addressed within the landscape if planned sensitively” The PPG
identifies factors to be considered when deciding a planning application and says
that large scale solar farms should be focussed on previously developed and non-
agricultural land, provided that it is not of high environmental value.

A material planning consideration are National Policy Statements (NPS) for the
delivery of major energy infrastructure, which recognise that large scale energy
generating projects will inevitably have impacts, particularly when sited in rural
areas.
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The development has a capacity of 49.9 Mw, which would generate a significant
amount of electricity from a renewable resource. This would provide for a reduction
of approximately 20,000 cubic tonnes of CO2 emissions and meet the energy
needs of approximately 12,000 homes through renewable energy. Government
data shows that the proposed scheme would more than double the installed
renewable capacity in the District. This is a very substantial benefit that attracts
substantial weight.

Since the Climate Change Act 2008, several national initiatives have been
introduced to help meet targets.

The Carbon Plan 2011 identifies the emission reductions needed in five key areas
of the economy: buildings, transport, industry, electricity, and agriculture to meet
targets.

The Clean Growth Strategy 2017 outlines the plan to grow the national income
while cutting greenhouse emissions.

The Resource and Waste Strategy 2018 outlines the actions the UK will take to
minimise waste, promote resource efficiency and move towards a circular
economy.

The Clean Air Strategy 2019 demonstrates how the national government will
tackle all sources of air pollution and boost the economy.

In addition, the Council passed a climate emergency motion on 21 May 2019.
This declaration asserted the Council’s commitment toward climate action beyond
current government targets and international agreement. This is currently
pursued though the Council’s Climate Change Strategy 2021 to 2026. The key
objectives of the Strategy are:

« achieve Carbon Neutrality for the Council’s own operations by 2030;

« ensure all operations and services are resilient to the impacts of climate
change;

« achieve a Net Zero Carbon district by 2040; and

e become a district that is resilient to unavoidable impacts of climate
change.

The applicant has provided an update to Planning Policy and Need for the
proposed development and refers to the latest version of the Future Energy
Scenarios (FES) document produced by National Grid Electricity System Operator
in July 2022.
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This report sets out four possible scenarios based around two drivers: speed of
decarbonisation and the level of societal change. The four scenarios are:

e Falling short

e Consumer transformation

e System transformation

¢ Leading the way

All four scenarios have net zero at their core and explore different pathways of
achieving this. The applicant identifies the four headline messages, which are:

1) Significantly accelerating the transition to a decarbonised energy system
can help address security and affordability concerns at the same time as
delivering Net Zero Milestones.

2) Consumer behaviour is pivotal to decarbonisation — how we all react to
market and policy changes and embrace smart technology will be vital to
meeting Net Zero.

3) Reforming energy markets to improve price signals will help unlock the
flexible solutions needed to integrate renewables efficiently.

4) Strategic investment in the whole energy system is urgently required to
keep pace with Net Zero ambitions and strengthen energy security.

Page 163 of the FES Report sets a clear target of 70GW of solar by 2035 to be on
the path to deliver net zero by 2050. There was only 13.2 GW of installed solar in
2021. A target of 37GW of electricity storage capacity by 2035 is also set out
when there was only 4GW of installed electricity storage in 2021. Achieving these
targets will require significant investment in solar electricity generation and
electricity storage across the UK over the next decade.

Consumer Transformation and System Transformation both hit the target of zero
emissions in 2050, and Leading the Way achieves the target slightly earlier in 2047.
Falling Short would not achieve net zero, with a reduction of 80% compared to the
level in 1990. All scenarios require an increase in solar capacity between now
and 2030.

Net zero will require significantly higher levels of electricity generation from
renewable sources and it is envisaged that four technologies will produce over 90%
of electricity generation: wind, solar, nuclear and bioenergy with carbon capture
and storage. Itis also envisaged that energy production will be more localised.

Renewable energy generation is just one means of reducing carbon emissions, but
it is an important one given the predicted rise in electricity consumption.

The British Energy Security Strategy 2022 was published by the Government
on 7" April 2022 and sets out a strategy for providing the energy we need in a safe,
secure and affordable way, and at the same time ensuring that we do all we can to
meet our net-zero commitments.
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The Strategy confirms that accelerating the transition from fossil fuels depends
critically on how quickly we can roll out renewables. Regarding solar, the strategy
states “the cost of solar power has fallen by around 85% over the past decade ...
we expect a five-fold increase in deployment by 2035... For ground mounted solar,
we will consult on amending planning rules to strengthen the policy in favour of
development on non-protected land, whilst ensuring communities continue to have
a say and environmental protections remain in place.”

The applicant states in their update on Policy and Need that “based upon levelized
costs set out in Electricity Generation Costs 2020 large scale solar has the lowest
levelized cost of all electricity generation and as such is best placed to start
reducing energy costs to consumers to help with the costs of living crisis in the
short term.”

Existing renewable energy developments in North Hertfordshire

Solar Radiation maps of the UK show areas of the country receiving higher levels
of solar radiation. North Hertfordshire is identified as falling in an area receiving
high levels of solar radiation. Solar farms are therefore considered to be reliable
sources of renewable energy.

However, currently in North Hertfordshire there are only two approved small solar
farms. One is located between the settlements of Reed and Barkway. The site
lies beyond the Green Belt. It covers an area of 14.6 hectares and generates a
maximum of 6MW. It was granted planning permission on 28 March 2013
(Application ref. 12/02365/1).

Planning permission was also granted in June 2015 for the construction of a 5SMW
solar farm on about 13 hectares of land at Lawrence End Park to the east of Birch
Spring in Kings Walden Parish. This site lies within the Green Belt. (Application ref
15/00845/1).

There are no wind farms within the district.

Green Belt

The site is in the open countryside within the Green Belt and therefore Policy GB1
of The Wymondley Neighbourhood Plan applies. This policy stipulates that
development proposals impacting on Wymondley Parish must comply with
Government Green Belt policy; primary consideration will be given to effective use
of brownfield sites, which are not of high environmental value. Development
proposals should not impact negatively on Wymondley Parish — particularly in
terms of visual impact on the openness of the Green Belt landscape and its
important contribution to the character of our villages/hamlets.
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Saved Policy 2 of the District Plan also applies, which states:

“In the Green Belt, as shown on the Proposals Map, the Council will aim to keep
the uses of land open in character. Except for proposals within settlements which
accord with Policy 3, or in very special circumstances, planning permission will only
be granted for new buildings, extensions and changes of use of buildings and land
which are appropriate in the Green Belt, and which would not result in significant
visual impact.

This policy is consistent with the approach to Green Belt in National Policy as set
out at Section 13 of the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF).  Paragraph
137 of the NPPF confirms that the Government attaches great importance to Green
Belts, where the fundamental aim of policy is to prevent urban sprawl by keeping
land permanently open.

The Green Belt serves five purposes, these are set out at paragraph 138 of the

NPPF and are:

(a) To check the unrestricted sprawl of large built-up areas;

(b) To prevent neighbouring towns merging into one another

(c) The assist in safeguarding the countryside from encroachment

(d) To preserve the setting and special character of historic towns; and

(e) To assist in urban regeneration, by encouraging the recycling of derelict and
other urban land.

At the time of writing this report the emerging Local Plan is at an advanced stage
and in line with paragraph 48 of the NPPF it is considered that significant weight
should be attributed to it. In the event that the Local Plan is adopted in early
November 2022, then full weight would be given to policies of the new local plan.
Policy SP5: Countryside and Green Belt supports the principles of the Green Belt
and recognises the intrinsic value of the countryside and confirms that the Council
will only permit development proposals in the Green Belt where they would not
result in inappropriate development or where very special circumstances have
been demonstrated.

Inappropriate development

The starting point for consideration of this application is the development plan.
Saved Policy 2 of the District Local Plan is consistent the national policies on the
Green Belt and Policy GB1 of the Wymondley Neighbour Plan requires compliance
with the NPPF.

Paragraph 147 of the NPPF confirms that inappropriate development is, by
definition, harmful to the Green Belt and should not be approved except in very
special circumstances. The proposal does not fall within any of the exceptions to
this approach as set out at paragraphs 149 and 150 of the Framework. The
applicant accepts that the proposed development is inappropriate in the Green Belt
but considers that there are material considerations in this case that constitute very
special circumstances. These will be considered in detail later in this report.
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Paragraph 148 of the NPPF stipulates that substantial weight must be given to any
harm to the Green Belt. ‘Very special circumstances’ will not exist unless the
potential harm to the Green Belt and any other harm resulting from the proposal,
is clearly outweighed by other considerations.

NPPF Paragraph 151 confirms that many renewable energy projects will comprise
inappropriate development and that in such circumstance if projects are to proceed
developers will need to demonstrate very special circumstances.

Before considering whether very special circumstances exist, the effect of the
proposed development on openness and purposes of the Green Belt are
considered.

Openness of the Green Belt

The fundamental aim of Green Belt policy is to prevent urban sprawl by keeping
land permanently open. It is proposed that the solar farm would have a lifetime of
40 years after which it would be decommissioned. Whilst 40 years is a long
period, the proposal would not be permanent. This is a material consideration
given that the essential characteristic of the Green Belt is its openness and
permanence. However, in an appeal decision at Redeham Hall, Smallfield,
Surrey (APP/M3645/W/16/3146389) the Secretary of State took the view that a
period of 25 years for a solar farm was a significant amount of time and concluded
that the temporary nature of the proposal should only be given limited weight in the
planning balance. Therefore, only limited weight has been given to the temporary
nature of this proposal.

The NPPG confirms that there is both a spatial and visual dimension to openness.

The applicant addresses the impact of the Proposed Development upon the
openness of the Green Belt in the Planning, Design and Access Statement (PDAS)
and Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment (LVIA).

In the PDAS the applicant asserts that the Proposed Development would result in
an incremental impact upon the openness of the Green Belt, which is moderated
by the fact that there would be very low physical footprint (about 3% of the site)
and the layout and distribution of built form across the Site. The applicant
considers that despite the introduction of solar panels across much of the Site with
volumetric increase in development, agriculture would continue in the form of
livestock grazing. The applicant indicates that spatial impact upon openness has
been minimised through keeping the built elements to a minimum necessary to
operate the scheme.
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Regarding visual impact upon openness, the applicant considers that given the
low height of the solar arrays, and that the existing topography and pattern of
vegetation limit potential visibility of the Proposed Development to highly localised
areas around the site the visual impact upon openness would be limited.

The applicant has submitted a Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment with the
application, and the Council has appointed landscape consultants, The Landscape
Partnership, to review this document. In response to this review the applicant
amended the proposal, as follows:

e Two new hedgerows have been added within the northern area to link the
existing truncated hedgerow to the wider field pattern.

¢ Woodland copses have been added either side of the proposed site entrance.

e The solar panels have been pulled back from Gravely Lane in the field nearest
to Great Wymondley and additional woodland and hedgerow planting/gapping
up is proposed along the western boundary towards Great Wymondley.

The site where the PV array is proposed comprises arable fields, woodland and
hedgerows and would extend to about 85 hectares. The development would
cover a very large area and would deliver very many rows of solar panels,
numerous inverter/transformer cabins, and other buildings in the form of
containers, stock/deer fencing, access track and CCTV cameras. Whilst
proposed tree and hedgerow planting and management regime would reduce the
impact of the proposed development, and the scheme has been amended to
enhance landscaping, the proposal would materially change the openness of the
site in both visual and spatial terms.

In the circumstances, your officers consider that notwithstanding the limited volume
of the proposed development, and limited visual impact upon the wider area, the
extent and nature of the solar arrays and associated buildings would have a
significant actual and perceived impact upon the openness of the Green Belt.

Permanence of the Green Belt

An aim of Green Belt policy is to keep land permanently open. Relevant case law
and the National Planning Practice Guidance (NPPG) indicate that the
permanence of a proposed development is a relevant material consideration in
terms of impact upon the Green Belt.

The proposed development has an operational life of up to 40 years. At the end
of which the applicant indicates that the facility would be decommissioned and that
the land could be easily returned to its former use without any significant demolition
or land remediation. The applicant considers therefore that at the end of its
operational life the land would have the characteristics of greenfield land, and as
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such the Proposed Development cannot be considered permanent in a Green Belt
context.

Whilst it is not known whether there would be a need for a replacement facility in
40 years, this application should be determined based on what is proposed and
that is for a period of 40 years and the eventual restoration of the openness of this
part of the Green Belt. This matter can be controlled by condition. Whilst the
identified harm to openness would persist for a very long period, albeit mitigated
over time by proposed landscaping, the proposal would not result in a permanent
loss of openness. However, due to the fact that 40 years is a significant amount of
time only limited weight should be given to the temporary nature of the proposal in
the planning balance.

Purposes of the Green Belt

As indicated earlier the NPPF sets out five Green Belt purposes: (a) to check the
unrestricted sprawl of large built-up areas; (b) to prevent neighbouring towns from
merging into one another; (c) to assist in safeguarding the countryside from
encroachment; (d) to preserve the setting and special character of historic towns
and (e) to assist in urban regeneration by encouraging the recycling of derelict and
other urban land.

The site is proposed to be retained within the Green Belt in the emerging local plan.
As part of the evidence base for the emerging local plan, the North Hertfordshire
Green Belt Review 2016 (NHGBR) divides the Green Belt into areas for
assessment of the contribution that respective parcels of land make to the
openness and purposes of the Green Belt. The northern part of the application
site, north of Graveley Lane, is located within parcel 14 (Willian). The part of the
application site south of Graveley Lane is within parcel 10 (Little Wymondley).

Parcels 10 (Little Wymondley) and 14 (Willian) are identified as overall making a
significant contribution to Green Belt purposes.

A more refined review is undertaken at Section 3 of the NHGBR where the parcels
of land are divided into sub-parcels, which were assessed in the same way as the
original larger parcel.

The northern part of the site falls within sub-parcel 14f and the southern part of the
site falls within sub-parcel 10c.

Parcel 14f abuts the southern edge of Letchworth Garden City bounded by the
A1(M). Graveley Lane, and Wymondley Road and is identified as land making a
significant contribution to Green Belt purposes in terms of preventing the
southwards expansion of Letchworth in the gap between Stevenage, Letchworth
and Hitchin, playing a critical role in separating Letchworth and Stevenage, and
protecting the countryside in the gap between Hitchin, Letchworth and Stevenage.
The land is assessed as making a moderate contribution towards preserving the
setting and special character of the part of the southern context of Letchworth.



4.5.65

4.5.66

4.5.67

4.5.68

4.5.69

4.5.70

Overall, sub-parcel 14f is assessed as making an overall significant contribution to
the Green Belt.

Parcel 10c is on the north side of the east coast mainline railway, bounded by the
northern edge of Stevenage, A1(M) and Graveley Road. The land is identified as
making a significant contribution to checking the unrestricted sprawl of Stevenage
northwards into the gap between Hitchin, Letchworth and Stevenage. The land
also makes a significant contribution toward preventing the merging of Hitchin and
Stevenage. The land makes a moderate contribution towards safeguarding the
countryside from encroachment and a limited contribution towards preserving the
special character of historic towns. Overall, the sub-parcel makes a significant
contribution to Green Belt purposes.

The applicant has assessed the proposed development for its potential harm to
Green Belt purposes, considering the same criteria used for the assessment of
development sites within the Green Belt Review and considers that whilst there
would be harm to the purpose of checking the unrestricted sprawl of large built-up
areas, this would be limited because the site does not directly adjoin the boundary
of a large built-up area.

Regarding preventing the merging of neighbouring towns, the applicant asserts
that there would be no harm to this purpose because the proposed development
would not result in coalescence and there is limited intervisibility between
settlements and the site and that the existing perceived gaps between settlements
would be maintained.

In terms of safeguarding the countryside from encroachment, the applicant
contends that compared to other forms of development, it is less intrusive in the
countryside, due to limited height and screening that would be provided by
landscaping. Consequently, the applicant assesses that the proposed
development would result in limited harm to this purpose of the Green Belt.

Regarding preserving the setting and special character of historic towns the
applicant considers that the proposed development would cause no harm to this
purpose given the physical separation of the site from historic towns.

However, your officers consider that the application site makes a contribution to
the purposes of the Green Belt as set out in the table below, the reasoning for this
assessment is set out after this table.

Table 1 — Purposes of the Green Belt

Purpose Effect Degree of
harm

(@)To check the | An element of urban sprawl to | Limited
unrestricted sprawl | Stevenage but there are intervening
of large built-up | buffers

areas
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(b)To prevent | Site within parcels identified as | Limited
neighbouring towns | making a significant contribution,
merging into one | However, gaps would remain
another between the towns of Hitchin and
Letchworth and Stevenage

(c)To assist in | The site is undeveloped (excluding | Significant
safeguarding the | roads within red line) and the
countryside  from | development  would result in
encroachment encroachment — tempered by
retention of field pattern, landscaping
and form of the proposed
development

(d)To preserve the | The GB review parcels 14f and 10c | Negligible
setting and special | make a moderate or limited
character of historic | contribution towards the setting of
towns historic towns. The application site
forms part of those parcels and is
detached from any of the reference
historic towns

(e)To assist in | The site of the solar arrays re not | Not

urban regeneration, | urban and therefore this is not a | applicable.
by encouraging the | relevant factor.
recycling of derelict
and other urban
land

The site lies within parcels of land that make a significant contribution to checking
the sprawl of Stevenage, Letchworth, and Hitchin. Officers consider that a parcel
of land does not need to abut a large town for it to contribute to the purpose of
checking the unrestricted sprawl of large built-up areas. The site would be close to
Stevenage, just 0.75km to the south. Nevertheless, there are physical buffers
between the site and Stevenage, including the Al (M) and woodland that limit the
effect upon this purpose of the Green Belt.

The site lies within a parcel of land that has been identified by the Green Belt
Review as preventing the merger of Letchworth and Hitchin with Stevenage. Whilst
gaps would remain the proposal would diminish the separation of these
settlements, albeit to a limited degree.

Therefore, officers consider that there would be a limited effect upon Green Belt
purposes (a) and (b).

The fields upon which the solar arrays and associated buildings and infrastructure
would be placed are undeveloped. The site clearly occupies a countryside location.
There are some urbanising influences such as overhead power lines in the vicinity.
The existing field pattern would be retained and there would be additional
landscaping. The form and nature of the proposal would not have as great an
urbanising effect compared to residential or employment development.
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Nevertheless, the proposed development is inappropriate within the Green Belt
and there would be moderate harm to the purpose of safeguarding the countryside
from encroachment.

The application site makes little contribution to the setting of nearby historic towns
due to the absence of intervisibility. The GB review parcel 14f within which the
northern part of the site is located makes a moderate contribution towards the
setting and special character of Letchworth and the application site is part of and
to the edge of that parcel further away from Letchworth and the assessment is
similar regarding GB Review Parcel 10c in respect of Stevenage Old Town.
Therefore, it is considered that the proposal would have a negligible impact upon
Green Belt purpose (d) to preserve the special character and setting of historic
towns.

As the application site is not urban, officers consider that purpose (e) to assist in
urban regeneration by encouraging the recycling of derelict and other urban land
is not relevant.

Therefore, officers consider that here would be moderate harm to one of the five
Green Belt purposes — to assist in safeguarding the countryside from
encroachment.

Green Belt Conclusion

The proposed development would conflict with development plan and national
policy as they relate to the Green Belt. The proposed development would be
inappropriate within the Green Belt. There would be significant harm to openness
and moderate harm to one of the purposes of the Green Belt. Itis considered that
the fact that the proposed development would not be permanent means that the
Green Belt harm would not be permanent which tempers slightly the overall harm
to the Green Belt, given that only limited weigh is given to the temporary nature of
the proposal. It is therefore concluded that substantial weight should be attached
to the totality of harm that would be caused to the Green Belt as required by
paragraph 148 of the Framework.

Other harm

Under the provisions of paragraph 148 of the Framework, any other harm resulting
from the proposal should be taken into account, very special circumstances will not
exist unless other considerations clearly outweigh the harm to the Green Belt by
reason of inappropriateness and any other harm. The Courts have confirmed “any
other harm” to mean any harm relevant for planning purposes, which can include
factors unrelated to the Green Belt in the planning balance, such as heritage harm
or harm to highway safety.

Impact upon heritage assets
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There are no listed buildings or other designated heritage assets within the
application site. There are several designated heritage assets in the vicinity. The
area is of archaeological interest and this matter is addressed later.

Section 66 (1) of The Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990
(The LBCA Act) stipulates that when considering whether to grant planning
permission for development which affects a listed building, or its setting, special
regard shall be had to the desirability of preserving the building or its setting or any
features of special architectural interest which it possesses. Effect upon listed
buildings therefore should be given considerable importance and weight. Relevant
factors include the extent of assessed harm and the heritage value of the heritage
asset in question.

There are two conservation areas nearby. The LBCA Act requires special
attention to be made to the desirability of preserving or enhancing the character or
appearance of the conservation area. There is no reference to their setting.

Policy NHE9 of the Wymondley Neighbourhood Plan (WNP), confirms that
development proposals should reflect and where possible, enhance the historic
character of the area. Proposals affecting designated and non-designated
heritage assets and their settings including those with archaeological interest must
comply fully with the requirements of National Planning Policy and the development
plan. The policy goes on to require that any new development should be
appropriately sited and of an appropriate scale, form and style, avoid visually
intrusive locations and lighting that would create additional urbanising influence on
the character of the area.

Paragraph 194 of the NPPF stipulates that in determining applications, local
planning authorities should require an applicant to describe the significance of any
heritage assets affected, including any contribution to their setting and where a site
on which development is proposed includes or has the potential to include heritage
assets with archaeological interest, local planning authorities should require
developers to submit an appropriate desk-based assessment and, where
necessary, a field evaluation. Paragraph 195 of the NPPF confirms that local
planning authorities should identify and assess the particular significance of any
heritage asset that may be affected by a proposal (including by development
affecting their setting) taking account of the available evidence and any necessary
expertise.

Emerging Local Plan (ELP) Policy SP13 confirms that the Council will balance the
need for growth with the proper protection and enhancement of the historic
environment. When considering the impact of a proposed development on the
significance of a designated heritage asset, great weight will be given to the asset’s
conservation and the management of its setting. Regarding designated heritage
assets, ELP Policy HE1 stipulates that planning permission for development
proposals affecting Designated Heritage Assets or their setting will be granted
where they will, amongst other things, lead to less than substantial harm to the
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significance of the designated heritage asset and this harm will be outweighed by
the public benefits of the development, including securing the asset’s optimum
viable use. This policy reflects paragraph 202 of the NPPF which confirms 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, where appropriate, securing its
optimum viable use.

The application is accompanied by a Heritage Impact Assessment by AOC
Archaeology (HIA). This document confirms that there are several designated
heritage assets within 1km of the application site and identifies them. The Conduit
Head of the Scheduled Wymondley Priory is 60m to the west of the site, with the
main scheduled area surrounding the priory located about 250m to the west at its
closest point. Great Wymondley Castle Scheduled Monument is located about
235m to the west of the site. The HIA confirms that there are several listed
buildings associated with the Scheduled Wymondley Priory including the Grade |
Listed former Priory Church, the Grade II* listed tithe barn and a Grade Il Listed
barn and stable, a Grade Il Listed dovecote and Grade Il Listed garden walls.
There are also two conservation areas within 1km of the application site, Great
Wymondley Conservation Area and Graveley Conservation Area.

Paragraph 200 of the NPPF identifies scheduled monuments and grade | and II*
listed buildings as designated heritage assets of highest significance.

Officers consider that the application site falls within the setting of the designated
heritage assets identified above.

The NPPF defines the setting of a heritage asset as ‘the surroundings in which a
heritage asset is experienced. Its extent is not fixed and may change as the asset
and its surroundings evolve. Elements of a setting may make a positive or
negative contribution to the significance of an asset, may affect the ability to
appreciate that significance or may be neutral.”

Historic England published guidance on setting in 2017 (Good Practice Guidance
Note 3) which confirms that the importance of setting is what it contributes to the
significance of the heritage asset or the ability to appreciate that significance and
sets out ways in which setting may contribute to the value of a heritage asset.

The submitted HIA considers the impact of the proposed development upon the
setting of the designated heritage assets and identifies limited intervisibility
between these assets and the application site due to landscaping, topography and
built environment. The National Planning Practice Guidance confirms that
although views of or from an asset play an important part of the assessment of
impacts on setting, the way in which we experience an asset in its setting is also
influenced by other environmental factors such as other land uses in the vicinity
and our understanding of the historic relationship between places, for example
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historic or aesthetic connection that amplifies the experience of the significance of
each.

Historic England were consulted on this application and confirm that any
intervisibility between the proposal and the designhated heritage assets would be
mitigated to some extent by way of existing hedgerows and when the proposed
screen planting matures.  Historic England concludes that the proposed
development would have a limited impact upon the setting of nearby heritage
assets, and judge that this would equate to a level of harm that would be less than
substantial in NPPF terms and have no objections should the Council be minded
to approve the application.

In terms of any historical relationship between the application site and the identified
designated heritage assets, paragraph 5.4.5 of the HIA confirms that the southern
part of the application site would have been located within the landholding of
Wymondley Priory in the medieval period and at 6.2.7 that much of the southern
part of the site was within the historic landowning of Grade Il Listed Gravely Hall
Farm by 1731. However, the construction of the A1 (M) between the application
site and Gravely Hall Farm means that this historic relationship is no longer readily
appreciable. Given the absence of intervisibility officers agree with the HIA that
the proposed development would not substantially alter the historic agricultural
setting of Gravely Hall Farm or diminish the ability to appreciate its historic
character and the proposed development would result in less than substantial harm
to its setting.

St. Mary’s Church at Little Wymondley dates from the early 12" century and is
Grade II* Listed and can be glimpsed amongst trees from higher ground to the east
of the application site adjacent to the A1(M) and over the roofs of buildings near
the church. Given the limited intervisibility and historical or aesthetic connection
between the application site and the church, officers agree with the HIA that the
proposed development would not materially alter the setting of the church.

Great Wymondley Conservation Area encompasses the whole of the village of
Great Wymondley and includes the Scheduled Monument of Great Wymondley
Castle and the Grade | Listed Church of St Mary the Virgin along with several
Grade II* and Grade Il Listed Buildings. Woodland to the north and east parts of
the Conservation Area restricts intervisibility with the application site. The clearest
potential views of the site would be limited to the eastern edge of the Conservation
Area near Milksey Cottages whereby views of the southern part of the application
site would be possible beyond an intervening field. Officers consider that the
application site forms part of the rural setting of the conservation area and agree
with the submitted HIA that there would be less than substantial harm to the
significance of Great Wymondley Conservation Area and the setting of assets
within it.
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Wymondley Priory is a Scheduled Monument and there are several listed buildings
associated with the Priory. The main part of the complex is surrounded by
wooded parkland at the base of a gentle slope about 250m to the west of the
application site. There is limited intervisibility with upper parts of the east gables
of the building visible above trees from within the southern part of the site.
Although intervisibility is limited there is an identified historic relationship with the
priory and the application site forms part of the wider agricultural setting of the
listed building. The proposed development would affect this setting and cause
less than substantial harm to the heritage significance of Wymondley Priory
because of the impact upon this rural setting..

In terms of mitigation, additional landscaping proposed would limit intervisibility
further.

Graveley Conservation Area covers a large portion of the village. Landscaping
and topography restrict intervisibility with the conservation area. The Al (M) has
also diminished relationship between the application site and the conservation area
in terms of it forming part of the rural setting of Graveley. Officers consider that
there would be negligible harm to the significance of Gravely Conservation Area
through the proposed development within its setting.

Of relevance to the assessment of harm is that the proposal would not be
permanent and is proposed to be decommissioned after 40 years. Whilst this is
a long time, and therefore limited weight is given to this, the current rural setting
would return following a restoration to full agricultural use with enhanced
biodiversity.

Officers consider that the proposed development would result in less than
substantial harm to the significance of designated heritage assets through
development within their setting, towards the lower end of the spectrum of less
than substantial harm. That harm is not irreversible because the proposed
development would be decommissioned after 40 years with the ability to restore
the land to full agricultural use. The less than substantial harm would persist for a
significant amount of time.

WNP Policy NHE9 requires full compliance with the NPPF. Paragraph 202 of the
NPPF and ELP Policy HE1 require less than substantial harm to the significance
of heritage assets to be weighed against the public benefits of the proposal. This
harm should be afforded great weight. The balancing of this harm against the
identified public benefits will be carried out in the planning balance below along
with conclusions on compliance with relevant planning policies and the LBCA Act.
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Archaeology

The HIA also addresses the effect upon archaeology. The requirements of WNP
Policy NHE9 relating to archaeology have been set out earlier, and stipulate
compliance with the NPPF. In addition, ELP Policy HE4 confirms that planning
permission for development proposals effecting heritage assets with
archaeological interest will be granted provided that:

(a) Developers submit an appropriate desk-based assessment and, where
justified, an archaeological field evaluation;

(b) It is demonstrated how archaeological remains will be preserved and
incorporated into the layout of that development, if in situ preservation of
important archaeological remains is considered preferable; and

(c) Where the loss of the whole or a material part of important archaeological
remains is justified, appropriate conditions are applied to ensure that the
archaeological recording, reporting, publication and archiving of the results of
such archaeological work is undertaken before it is damaged or lost.

Paragraph 203 of the NPPF confirms that the effect of an application on the
significance of non-designated heritage assets should be taken into account in
determining the application.

The HIA submitted with the application identifies the archaeological potential of the
application site and assesses the potential for direct impacts of the proposed
development upon archaeological remains. This desk-based report identifies high
potential for prehistoric remains. Moreover, the landscape surrounding the site
was extensively settled and farmed during the Roman period and there is high
potential for further Roman remains to be encountered within the site.
Immediately to the west of the northern part of the site a Roman settlement and
cemetery was discovered in the 19" century to the north of St. Mary’s Church and
Wymondley Castle.

Given proximity to the Norman Castle that was constructed at Great Wymondley
and Wymondley Priory, which was founded as an Augustinian monastic hospital
between 1203 and 1207 the site is considered to have High potential for Medieval
remains. Following the dissolution of the Priory in 1537 the land would have
been located within undeveloped agricultural land throughout the Post Medieval
Period (1537-1900) and is considered to have low to medium potential for remains
from this period.

Given the potential of the site, a geophysical survey has been undertaken and the
report submitted with the application. This identifies three concentrations of
anomalies of archaeological origin, two areas in the northwest and southeast of the
site and a more substantial group in the central eastern part of the site, covering
about 8Ha. All three potentially date from the later prehistory through to the
Medieval period.
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HCC’s Archaeology Advisor has been consulted on this application and confirmed
that the geophysics results support the earlier desk-based assessment and
demonstrate three distinct areas of high archaeological potential totalling 10
hectares in size. Field walking and targeted trial trenching is recommended.

A Written Scheme of Investigation (WSI) was subsequently submitted by the
Applicant setting out an archaeological mitigation strategy for the proposed Solar
Farm these includes provision for preserving any remains located within the three
discrete areas on archaeology identified in situ via implementation of ‘no dig’
solutions and undertaking a 3% trial trench evaluation across the remainder of the
site. The submitted WSI envisages that trial trench evaluation can be undertaken
post determination with the proviso that should significant remains be identified
then further requirements for mitigation, either by preservation in situ or by record
as appropriate, may be required.

Following re-consultation, HCC’s Archaeology Advisor has agreed the submitted
Written Scheme of Investigation.

Officers consider that the impact of the proposed development can be adequately

addressed by planning condition and therefore subject to the recommended
conditions, this matter is neutral in the planning balance.

Landscape and Visual Impact

This is a large-scale solar farm. Given its nature and scale, there will inevitably
be landscape harm. Within this context, national and development plan policies
adopt an approach whereby development should be approved where the harm
would be outweighed by the benefits of the scheme.

Landscape Character

NPPF Paragraph 174 indicates that the intrinsic character and beauty of the
countryside should be recognised. Nevertheless, the NPPF does not seek to
protect the countryside for its own sake from development; it concentrates upon
seeking to protect valued landscapes. The site does not form part of any
designated landscape.

The NPPF does not define what is a valued landscape, albeit most landscapes are
valued by someone at some point. In the light of appeal decisions on this matter
it is considered that valued landscape means it is valued because it is of a level
that is more than just open countryside. Residents have confirmed that they value
the countryside within and around the application site. However, there is nothing
in the comments that would result in elevating the application site to that of an
NPPF valued landscape.
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Emerging Local Plan Policy NE2 confirms that planning permission will be granted
for development proposals that respect the sensitivities of the relevant landscape
character, do not cause unacceptable harm to the character and appearance of
the surrounding area ore the landscape character area in which the site is located,
taking account of any suitable mitigation measures necessary to achieve this,
ensure the health and future retention of important landscape features and have
considered the long-term management and maintenance of any existing and
proposed landscaping.

The Landscape Character Assessment

Across England 159 National Character Areas (NCA) have been identified and the
application site is located within NCA 87: East Anglian Chalk and is described as
comprising ‘a visually simple and uninterrupted landscape of smooth, rolling
chalkland hills with large regular field enclosed by hawthorn hedges, with few trees
and expansive views to the north’. On aregional level there is an East of England
Landscape Framework and assessment has also been undertaken at a County
level.

The Council published the North Herts Landscape Study as part of our Local
Development Framework in 2011 which is based upon the Hertfordshire
Landscape Character Assessment and subsequent sensitivity and capacity work.
The application site is within the Arlesey/Great Wymondley Landscape Character
Area (LCA). The characteristics of which are: large expansive arable landscape
in the north, rolling arable landscape of large-scale fields in the south with relatively
few trees and a core defined by the urban development of Letchworth and Hitchin.

In terms of visual and sensory perception the Study indicates that it comprises a
large-scale open landscape which provides views to often poorly screened urban
fringes of Letchworth, Hitchin and the A1(M). Regarding rarity and distinctiveness,
the study notes that the LCA is not rare with typical pressures associated with
urban fringes. The landscape character sensitivity is identified as low with overall
low landscape value. Guidelines are provided to managing change. These do
not identify a capacity for solar farm development, but this proposal would fall within
‘other types of development’ and the Study identifies a low to moderate capacity
for these, with an overall strategy to conserve and restore.

The submitted Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment (LVIA)

The application is accompanied by a LVIA by Axis, which identifies the landscape
and visual effects of the proposed development. In applying a standard
methodology and professional judgement the LVIA sets out conclusions.

The LVIA identifies the visual baseline and viewpoints from which people would
experience views of the proposed development, presents a narrative on the visual
context of the site and judgements on visual value as well as susceptibility and
sensitivity of the visual receptors (people experiencing the view).
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The LVIA undertakes an assessment of visual and landscape effects during the
construction phase, and operational phase. It proposes no further mitigation
measures over and above those set out in the design of the proposed
development.

The identified residual effects and conclusion in the LVIA indicate that in the short
term, major to moderate adverse visual effects would occur from part of the
Hertfordshire Way along the northern boundary of the northern part of the Site and
from part of Gravely Lane which passes between the northern and southern parts
of the Site and these are from where there are gaps in existing boundary
vegetation. The visual effects would be significant in the short term, but proposed
mitigation (planting) would largely screen close proximity views. The proposed
development would have no greater than minor adverse effect on views in the
wider study area, which would not be significant. The LVIA finds that the medium
and long-term landscape and visual effects of the proposed development would
not be significant, with long term benefits from the proposed mitigation following
decommissioning of the solar farm.

Review of the LVIA
The Council commissioned consultants (The Landscape Partnership) to review the
application and the submitted LVIA.

The consultants consider that the LCA has medium rather than low sensitivity as
urban fringes and electricity pylons are of limited influence and the Hertfordshire
Way is not mentioned in the LVIA when assessing landscape sensitivity.

It is considered that the Site is of medium landscape value, and ordinary large
arable landscape that does not fall within the definition of a ‘valued landscape’ for
the purposes of the NPPF.

The Consultants agree that construction effect could be covered by an appropriate
Construction Environmental Management Plan (CEMP) condition and that visibility
would be of a Large Magnitude but would be short term and not determinative.
The review suggests that the landscape fabric effects would be higher than found
in the LVIA and the effect on landscape character would be slightly higher.

The landscape consultants consider that while the site has some suitability for a
solar farm there is scope to further mitigate some of the more residual adverse
impacts. They recommend the reduction of the extent of solar panels on land
closer to Great Wymondley and localised removal of panels to provide for more
planting at one location on Gravely Road where there would be direct views to the
north-east into the northern part of the Site.
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Amendments to the landscaping scheme

In response to consultation responses the applicant submitted revisions to their

scheme. These included:

¢ Increasing buffers between existing hedgerows, trees and woodlands from 6m
to 12m. This will result in increased biodiversity gains with the increase buffers
managed as species rich grassland and wildflower areas.

o Permissive footpaths within these increased buffers to provide safe links from
the existing public right of way near Milksey Cottages. Two links to the existing
Hertfordshire way would be provided. One parallel to Gravely Lane and one
perpendicular to Gravely Lane which would deliver circular walking routes for
the life of the Proposed Development.

e Two new hedgerows have been added within the northern area to link the
existing truncated hedgerow to the wider field pattern.

¢ Woodland copses have been added either side of the proposed site entrance
to limit views into the site from Gravely Lane.

e The solar panels have been pulled back from Gravely Lane in the field nearest
to Great Wymondley and additional woodland and hedgerow planting/gapping
up is proposed along the western boundary towards Great Wymondley.

Our landscape consultants have reviewed these changes and consider that the
effects on landscape character would be beneficial but there would still be
significant adverse effects at a local and site scale on landscape character.

The Level of effect on visual receptors for users of Gravely Lane would be reduced
and from two viewpoints. The visual and spatial effect upon the Green Belt would
be unchanged — there would still be a material adverse effect both spatially and
perceptually on the openness of the Green Belt, which is to be expected from the
nature of the proposed development.

In conclusion on this matter, it is considered that the proposal would inevitably have
some adverse landscape and visual impact. However, through a combination of
topography, existing screening, and the provision of landscaping, it is considered
that the adverse effect would be localised. The proposed mitigation would be
beneficial to the landscape and biodiversity. The 40-year lifetime of the scheme
is a significant period. Following decommissioning of the solar farm there would be
no residual adverse landscape effects. Therefore, there would be conflict with
emerging Local Plan Policy NE2, which seeks to avoid unacceptable harm to
landscape character and appearance, during the operation of the solar farm.
Overall, therefore it is considered that the identified visual and landscape harm
should be attributed moderate weight in the planning balance.
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Impact upon the local highway network

There are currently gated field accesses that serve the two parcels of land from
Graveley Lane, the southern parcel of land can also be accessed from Priory Lane,
to the south west, although this access is from gated private land. Graveley Lane
runs east/west and connects Great Wymondley with the B197 High Street at
Graveley. For about 500m at the western end, Graveley Lane becomes known
as Graveley Road.

Graveley Lane is a single carriageway two-way road that is subject to the National
Speed Limit (60mph).

The existing field accesses on Graveley Lane would be upgraded to provide
access to the site for construction and subsequent maintenance purposes.

A Transport Statement has been submitted with the application which identifies the
anticipated transportation and highways matters associated with the proposed
development. It assesses the traffic generation of the construction phase only,
which would take about 36 weeks as once operational trips to the site would be
limited to the occasional light goods vehicle for maintenance and would be very
minor in nature.

During the first four weeks of construction there would be a maximum of 160 two-
way vehicle movements per day, of which there would be up to 40 two-way HGV
movements. For the remainder of the construction period (about 32 weeks) there
would be a maximum of 128 two-way movements, including up to 8 two-way HGV
movements per day. The Transport Statement identifies the visibility splays that
would be required based upon speed surveys carried out and provides swept path
assessment for a 16.5m long articulated lorry, which are the largest vehicles
anticipated to require access to the site during the construction period.

Construction compounds would be provided within both parcels to either side of
Graveley Lane to allow construction traffic to enter and exit the site in a forward
gear. A construction management plan (CMP) can be required by planning
condition that identifies, manages, and mitigates against the impacts of
construction related traffic.

The Highway Authority sought further information from the applicant on access
designs during construction and the longer term, and wider construction vehicle
considerations, as well as the effects of glint and glare upon local highway users.

The applicant entered into extensive discussions with the Highway Authority to
address their concerns. The Highway Authority made clear that the applicant
needed to undertake a thorough site assessment to include an audit of the
approach routes, with regular width measurements taken along it and provide a
commentary as to how large HGVs can pass one another during construction.
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The applicant submitted additional plans with commentary by e-mail to the
Highway Authority which include spot measurements of the Graveley Lane
carriageway width at regular intervals, and photographs. The majority of the
approach route of Graveley Lane is greater than 6m, varying between 6.7m at the
widest point — underneath the A1(M) bridge — to 6.1m. As such the Highway
Authority consider that this section of Gravely Lane is adequate to allow HGVs to
pass in opposite directions.

Over a circa 50m section covering the western end of the carriageway, it narrows
down to around 4.8m. As such a passing bay is proposed along this section, and
forward visibility from this bay has been provided by the applicant. This satisfies
the Highway Authority that approaching drivers will have time to make a decision
as to whether they need to slow down to let an oncoming vehicle pass by using
this bay, or vice versa. This will result in the loss of grass verge during the
construction period.

It is considered by officers that the loss of vegetation within the highway verge
would modest in relation to the overall planting proposed and would in any event
be temporary during the construction period and the verge will be reinstated after
construction works are complete.

Whilst the applicant states in the submitted Transport Statement that a maximum
of 40 two-way movements per day will take place during construction, with an
average of 8 two-way HGV movements the applicant indicated to the Highway
Authority that experience from similar sites elsewhere in the UK suggests that
movements are likely to be less.

In terms of glint and glare there would be no material difference for road uses at a
receptor height of 1.05 compared to 1.5m set out in the submitted assessment.

The Highway Authority no longer objects to the proposal subject to conditions.

Loss of Best and Most Versatile Agricultural Land

Guidance from Government stresses a preference to develop solar farms on
brownfield or degraded land over greenfield land. Agricultural land is classified
from Grade 1 to 4, with Grade 1, 2 and 3a being considered BMV agricultural land.

The Agricultural Land Classification submitted with the application shows that
around 68% of the site is classified as Grade 3a and 32% as Grade 2 best and
most versatile (BMV) agricultural land. As such the Site is considered BMV
agricultural land in the context of the NPPF and NPPG.

Policy NE12 of the emerging Local Plan has been subject to proposed
modifications through the examination process to state that proposals for solar
farms involving the best and most versatile agricultural land will be determined in
accordance with national policy. Paragraph 174 part b) of the NPPF requires
consideration of the economic and other benefits of the best and most versatile
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agricultural land. Footnote 58 of the NPPF states that where significant
development of agricultural land is demonstrated to be necessary, areas of poorer
quality land should be preferred to those of a higher quality.

It is also notable that NPPG encourages the siting of large-scale solar farms on
previously developed and non-agricultural land provided it is not of high
environmental value.

The applicant states that there is unlikely to be a significant long- term loss of
agricultural land quality as the solar panels would be secured to the ground by
support table posts with limited soil impacts, which could be removed later.
However, across the lifetime of the development, there would be a reduction in
agricultural productivity over the whole development area with only sheep
grazing.

Food security is an important consideration to be weighed in the planning balance.
However, weighing in favour of the proposal is that the applicant proposes to
improve the biodiversity potential of the application site through the provision of
planting including trees, hedges, and grassland and this is a matter addressed in
considering the benefits of the proposed development.

Conclusion on loss of BMV Agricultural Land

The proposed grassland has potential to be used for the grazing of sheep, which
is viable in tandem with solar energy production. A condition is recommended to
ensure that this is implemented in accordance with a grazing management plan.
Therefore, the proposal would not result in the loss of BMV agricultural land as
agricultural use would continue. In addition, the Site would eventually be able to be
restored to full agricultural use with enhanced biodiversity.

Nevertheless, the proposal would result in a reduction of agricultural production on
this site during the period of operation of the solar farm and moderate weight is
attributed to this harm to agricultural production of the land.

Flood Risk and Drainage

In response to objections from the Environment Agency and the LLFA the applicant
updated the submitted Flood Risk Assessment (FRA) and submitted a drainage
Technical Note. The FRA was amended to include the route of the underground
grid connection cable, which confirms that most of the grid connection route is
within Flood Zone 1 (low risk of flooding) and that a 700m length is Flood Zone 3
(high risk of flooding). The amended FRA confirms that no excavated spoil would
be temporarily stores in Flood Zone 3 and excavation would progress in
approximately 100m lengths that would be backfilled the same day once ducting is
installed. The applicant considers that the construction works within Flood Zone
3 would not increase the risk of flooding elsewhere.
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The scheme has been amended to include attenuation ponds and detention basins
and the Drainage Technical Note confirms that direct rainfall runoff modelling has
been undertaken and the proposed attenuation would manage overland flow of
surface water, which along with land management measures would reduce
downstream flood risk compared to the existing situation.

Following the amendments, the LLFA and EA were reconsulted. The EA has
withdrawn their objection. However, no response has been received from the
LLFA.

Conclusion on flood risk

Based on the amendments and withdrawal of the objection from the EA and the
absence of an objection to the amended scheme from the LLFA, it is considered
that the proposal is acceptable from a drainage and flood risk viewpoint. Therefore,
subject to the recommended conditions requiring the provision of the proposed
drainage scheme that would reduce downstream flood risk compared to the
existing situation, this weighs in favour of the proposal to a limited extent.

Noise
A Noise and Vibration Assessment was submitted with the application.

Regarding noise from the operation of the solar array from sources such as
inverters and transformers, the submitted assessment finds that the maximum
predicted noise contribution would be less than existing background noise levels.

There would be noise and disturbance generated during the construction of the
solar arrays over an anticipated 36 weeks.

The PDA Statement, Section 3.2.5 states Construction hours will be:
Monday to Friday 07.30hrs to 18.00hrs
Saturday and Sunday  08.30 to 18.00hrs.

Section 3.26 states deliveries and noise generating activities will only take place

Monday to Friday 07.30hrs to 18.00hrs

Saturday and Sunday  07.30 to 18.00hrs.

The Council’s Environmental Health Officer notes the applicant’s submissions and
raises no objections subject to conditions relating to hours of operation, which are
more restrictive than those proposed by the applicant, a construction management
plan and submission of a plant report that demonstrates compliance with the
source noise levels on which the submitted Noise and Vibration Assessment has
been based.
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Conclusion on noise

The applicant confirms that the extended construction hours have been requested
to ensure that the construction period is kept to a minimum and that specialist staff
can work continuously when required at key stages of the installation. However,
the applicant has indicated if the extended hours are not accepted by the Council,
then work will be undertaken within the hours considered acceptable.

Officers consider that whilst there would be benefit is keeping the construction
period to a minimum this would still be many weeks and the amenities of residents
should be protected and hours of operation limited to those required by the
Council’'s Environmental Health Officer. Subject to the proposed conditions officers
consider that the noise impacts of the proposed development are neutral in the
planning balance.

Impact on biodiversity

An ecological assessment report by Avian Ecology was submitted with the
application which provides an assessment of ecological effects in relation the
proposal. This involved a desktop study to identify any known features or species
of ecological importance within a 2km search radius for all statutorily designated
sites extending to 10km for international protected species.

A biodiversity net gain assessment was undertaken, which shows substantial net
gains, which is addressed at Section 4.3 of this report.

A field survey of the site was undertaken to identify the habitats. Three breeding
bird surveys and a Great Crested Newt survey were also undertaken.

There are several statutory designated sites within 5km of the site. However,
given the distance the Assessment indicates that there will be no direct effect on
habitats within any statutory designated sites. There were also several non-
statutory designated sites within 2km of the application site, the closest is Gravely
Hall Farm LWS some 350 to the east, beyond the A1(M). The Assessment states
that due to distance and lack of impact pathways the proposal would not have a
direct impact on the non-statutory designated sites.

The habitat survey on the site confirms that most of the site comprises arable field
of low ecological value. The other habitats including field margins, hedgerows,
trees and ditches provide higher biodiversity value.

The submitted Assessment stipulates that the construction of solar farms generally
requires very low levels of direct and permanent land take and the direct loss of
habitat is therefore small and will comprise low ecological value arable land.
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The proposed access track would use existing field accesses and gaps in
hedgerows where possible, minimising disturbance to hedgerows. There will be
planting that would provide an overall biodiversity net gain.

Hertfordshire Ecology (HE) were consulted on this application and no objections in
principle were raised. A condition is recommended to address the route of the cable
through the Wymondley Transforming Station Local Wildlife Site, where a dig
trench is proposed across the shortest section and then backfilled. HE also
confirms that adequate boundaries should be retained against all hedgerows and
woodland. Itis acknowledged that the Ecological and Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG)
reports predict considerable increases in ecological value, but HE considers these
to be optimistic A condition is recommended that requires the production of a BNG
Plan.

It is noted that concerns have been raised by the Hertfordshire and Middlesex
Wildlife Trust (HMWT). The scheme has been amended by the applicant seeking
to address the concerns raised which included increasing buffer areas between
solar panels and priority habitats such as hedgerows. HMWT raise no objections
subject to a condition requiring a biodiversity net gain plan.

Concerns have also been raised by residents relating to the impact upon wildlife.
The erection of fencing would restrict movement of wildlife.

Conclusion on biodiversity

Officers consider that subject to the recommended conditions the proposed
development would not result in harm to biodiversity. The proposed Biodiversity
Net Gains set out in the application are addressed further in addressing potential
planning benefits.  Overall, it is considered by officers that subject to
recommended conditions, on balance, there would be no harm to biodiversity but
net gains, which weighs in favour of the proposal.

Fire Risk

Several residents have raised fire risk, in relation to solar farms. There have been
reported cases of fires at Solar Farms.

The British Research Establishment National Solar Centre (BRE NSC) was
commissioned by the Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy to
lead a three-year study on fires involving solar photovoltaic (PV) systems. The
BRE NSC consider that there is no reason to believe that the fire risks associated
with PV systems are any greater than those associated with other electrical
equipment.

The applicant has indicated that fire suppression systems will be in place in the
buildings housing batteries and transformers.
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The Hertfordshire Fire and Rescue service were consulted on this application no
response has been received.

Conclusion on fire risk

There is no evidence to show that there would be a high risk of fire at the proposal.
Given that fire suppression measures would be in place it is considered that the
fear of fires occurring cannot form a basis for refusing planning permission and this
matter does not weigh against the proposal but is neutral in the planning balance.

Other matters

Alternative renewable energy sources have been raised by residents objecting
to the proposal. Several respondents consider that offshore wind energy
production is a better means of generating renewable energy than solar farms.
Officers consider that given the scale of such schemes and the amount of energy
generated by them they make an important contribution to renewable energy
production in the UK. However, such renewable energy schemes would not be
able to contribute towards renewable energy production in North Hertfordshire and
meet the Council’'s carbon zero aims for the District. Moreover, a good mix of
renewal energy generation is desirable in meeting the needs of the district and the
UK and solar farms are part of that mix. The ability to generate renewable energy
from wind farms does not weigh against the ability to generated renewable energy
from solar farms.

Alternative locations for solar arrays have been raised, and respondents have
reiterated government guidance that sets out a preference for solar arrays to be
located on previously developed land. However, the applicants have confirmed
that there are no previously developed sites of the scale of the proposal within the
district, where a solar farm could be delivered. It is possible to place PV panels
on a small scale on individual buildings. However, this does not justify the refusal
of planning permission for solar farms, given the current significant shortfall in
renewable energy production in North Hertfordshire from such existing small-scale
schemes.

Whilst the National Planning Practice Guidance set out a preference for locating
solar farms on previously developed land and buildings, this does not equate to a
sequential test whereby non-Green Belt land should be considered before
considering land within the Green Belt. Paragraph 151 of the Framework is clear
that developers need to demonstrate very special circumstances if projects are to
proceed within the Green Belt and that such very special circumstances may
include the wider environmental benefits associated with increased production of
energy from renewable sources. It does not require non-Green Belt land to be
considered before considering sites within the Green Belt, or in other words that
Green Belt sites be excluded in the site selection process. Whereas, physical
restraints, such as access to the national grid or capacity limitations will influence
the site selection process.
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in the area, has been cited by several objectors. However, these applications
have not yet been determined and it would be inappropriate to pre-judge the
Council’s determination of those applications.

Planning Benefits

The applicant has put forward a case in the submitted Planning, Design and
Access Statement that there is a compelling need for the proposed development
and the grid connection constraints are material considerations that constitute ‘very
special circumstances’, which clearly outweigh the harm to the Green Belt and any
other harm and that as such the Proposed Development is acceptable.

Meeting the Challenges of Climate Change and Flooding

The applicant reiterates that the NPPF seeks to support renewable and low carbon
energy and associated infrastructure and that to help increase the use and supply
of renewable energy plans should provide a positive strategy for energy from these
sources, that maximises the potential for suitable development, while ensuring that
adverse impacts are addressed satisfactorily. The applicant also points out that
paragraph 158 of the NPPF states that LPAs should not require applicants to
demonstrate the overall need for renewable or low carbon energy. Nevertheless,
the submitted Planning, Design and Access Statement sets out that need as part
of the ‘Very Special Circumstances’ case.

Renewable Energy Generation

A solar farm of this scale would undoubtedly make a positive contribution to
renewable energy, and it is salient to note that paragraph 158 of the NPPF states
that when determining planning applications for renewable and low carbon
development, local planning authorities should not require applicants to
demonstrate the overall need for renewable or low carbon energy. Nevertheless,
a need has been identified to address Green Belt policy.

The Wymondley Neighbourhood Plan at paragraph 3.7 sets out that the plan has
been developed with a view to move to a low carbon economy, referencing the
three dimensions of sustainability.

The Government and the Council recognise that climate change is happening
through increased greenhouse gas emissions and that immediate action is
required to mitigate its effects.

The Climate Change Act 2008, as amended, sets a legally binding target to reduce
net greenhouse gas emissions from their 1990 level by 100%, Net Zero by 2050.
Recently, the Government committed to reduce emissions by 78% compared with
1990 levels by 2025. The Clean Growth Strategy 2017 anticipates a diverse
electricity system based upon the growth of sources of renewable energy.
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National Policy Statements (NPS) are a material consideration for the
determination of major energy infrastructure. This proposal falls just short of the
50Mw threshold for it to be classified as a major infrastructure project, which would
fall for the Secretary of State to determine. However, it is considered that regard
may be given to these. The NPSs recognise that large scale energy generating
projects will inevitably have impacts, particularly if sited in rural areas. Whilst
NPSs EN-1 and EN-3 do not refer to solar power as such, they nevertheless
reiterate the urgent need for renewable energy electricity to be delivered. Draft
updates to NPSs EN-1 and 3 confirm that as part of the strategy for the low-cost
decarbonisation of the energy sector, solar farming provides a clean, low-cost
source of electricity.

The Energy White Paper of December 2020 stipulates that setting a net zero target
is not enough: it must be achieved, partly through how energy is produced and
confirms that solar is one of the key elements of the future energy mix. In October
2021, the Government published the Net Zero Strategy: Build Back Greener which
seeks the accelerated deployment of low-cost renewable generation such as solar.

The development has a capacity of 49.9Mw, which would generate a significant
amount of electricity from a clean, renewable source. This would provide for a
reduction of about 20,000 metric tonnes of carbon dioxide emissions and meet the
energy needs of around 12,000 homes, which is comparable to the number of new
homes planned in the emerging Local Plan or about 22% of existing homes within
North Hertfordshire at the start of the emerging Local Plan period. In addition,
Government data shows that the proposed scheme would more than double the
installed renewable capacity in the District.

Further to this, the applicant makes the case that the National Grid Wymondley
Substation requires additional generation inputs to allow it to manage flows due to
the high demand in the area.

It is considered therefore that the proposed development would make a very
substantial contribution to renewable energy generation in the District. This is a
benefit to which it is considered very substantial weight should be attributed.

Urgent Local Need

The applicant sets out the case that there is urgent need for the development in
this location.

The Council declared a Climate Emergency on 21% May 2019, and this is followed
up with the publication of a Climate Change Strategy 2021-2026. As part of the
Climate Change Strategy, the Council set the ambitious objective of achieving net
zero across the district by 2040, which goes beyond Government targets, where
net zero is targeted nationally by 2050.



4.6.14

4.6.15

4.6.16

4.6.17

4.6.18

4.6.19

4.6.20

Government data for electricity use within North Hertfordshire shows that in 2019
the district used a total of 506 GWh of electricity, and that in the same year only
52.6 GWh of electricity was generated in North Hertfordshire from renewable
sources, which is just 10.4%. The National Grid indicates that nationally about
43% of our power comes from renewable sources.

The applicant considers that this is a significant deficit to make up to achieve the
Councils ambitious objective of achieving net zero by 2040. Moreover, as the
demand for electricity is likely to increase significantly the deficit will have increased
since 2019 and is likely to grow though the period to 2040 if schemes such as the
Proposed Development are not consented as a matter of urgency.

Based upon Government data, the Applicant also points out that about 57.4% of
North Hertfordshire’s renewable electricity currently comes from solar, if this were
to be scaled up proportionately then an additional 260 MWh of renewable energy
from solar photovoltaics would be required to meet the deficit of 453.4GWh. This
discounts the fact that anaerobic digestion and landfill gas could not easily be
scaled up to meet the other 42.6% which would be required.

The applicant points out that currently no energy is generated from onshore wind,
hydro, sewage gas, municipal solid waste, animal biomass, plant biomass of
cofiring and asserts that the only source other than solar that could be scaled up
significantly to meet the electricity need in North Hertfordshire is onshore wind,
which would not be without its own landscape and visual impacts. The applicant
considers that large parts of North Hertfordshire are unsuitable for wind farms.

The Applicant states that the Proposed Development, almost double the existing
renewable energy generation capacity in North Hertfordshire and make a
significant contribution to the Council’s objective to be net zero within the district
by 2040.

It is considered that there is an identified and urgent need to increased renewable
energy generation in North Hertfordshire.

Need for a Green Belt Location

The applicant states that it is an essential requirement for solar farms to be
proximate to an existing substation which has the available capacity to import the
required amount of power into the National Grid. In addition, schemes must be
located close to the identified substation to remain viable both in terms of cable
deployment for the grid connection, and to ensure that minimum transmission
losses occur. The applicant considers that for a typical site, the maximum grid
connection length before a scheme is no longer viable is approximately 4km from
the substation, with costs increasing as distance from the substation increases
within this 4km.
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In this case, the applicant confirms that the grid connection route for the proposed
development follows the local road network and is about 4km and therefore
towards the upper limit in terms of maximum distance away from the substation.

In addition to grid connection, solar curtailment is a factor that affects location.
Solar curtailment is the deliberate reduction in output below what could have been
produced in order to balance energy supply and demand, which results in the loss
of potentially useful energy. Curtailment can be addressed by building new power
lines or storage, but this can be more expensive than letting surplus power go
unused.

The applicant has presented evidence to show that there are two geographic areas
within North Hertfordshire where there is capacity within the grid to accommodate
a solar farm without significant solar curtailment. These are to the east and west
of North Hertfordshire. Large portions of the west of the district are covered by
Green Belt or the proposed extension to the Green Belt, with parts also within the
Chilterns AONB. Whilst there is no Green Belt or AONB within the eastern part of
the district, there is high quality landscape.

The appellant also presents evidence to identify a need to distribute solar farms in
those areas where there is less solar curtailment for the efficient delivery of
electricity and that if North Hertfordshire is to reach net zero both the east and west
of the District will need to contribute towards providing clean renewable energy to
the Grid and that small to mid-scale sites distributed across North Hertfordshire will
need to come forward to deliver this, including several Green Belt locations.

The applicant confirms that a grid connection offer from National Grid has been
secured for a 49.995MW solar farm to the Wymondley Grid. The applicant asserts
that the availability of this grid connection and the immediate delivery of the
proposed development in the context that North Hertfordshire has not consented
a commercial renewable energy generation scheme since 2015, should be given
substantial weight in the planning balance.

Officers accept that that the applicant has presented evidence to justify a solar
farm in this Green Belt location.

Conclusion on renewable energy benefits

Officers have considered and assessed the evidence and case presented by the
applicant and agree that there is a clear and urgent need to substantially increase
renewable energy generation in North Hertfordshire if there is to be any prospect
of achieving Net Zero carbon emissions by 2030.

It is considered that the benefit arising from the generation of renewable energy by
the proposed development, meeting the electricity needs of around 12,000 homes,
is very substantial and that this is a planning benefit to which substantial weight
can be attributed.
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Wider Environmental Benefits

The applicant identifies the following proposed environmental enhancements:

o Grassland within the perimeter/stock fencing suitable for sheep grazing that
provide pollen and nectar for biodiversity;

o Species-rich grassland between field boundaries and perimeter/stock
fencing to contribute to enhancing hedgerow buffer zones for improved
ecological connectivity;

o Native-species woodland planning to provide visual screening, landscape
integration and improved ecological connectivity;

o New native species hedgerows for visual screening, ecological connectivity
and landscape integration; and

o Gapping-up of existing hedgerows.

The applicant considers that the enhancement would provide significant
biodiversity gain of about 205% in habitat units and 102% in hedgerow units, well
above the emerging national target of 10% and would also take the land out of
intensive arable agricultural use and provide a net carbon benefit.

The applicant concludes that there are ‘very special circumstances’ which when
considered cumulatively, are judged to clearly outweigh any harm to the Green Belt
and that case law confirms that some factors that are quite ordinary in themselves
can cumulatively become ‘very special circumstances’.

Economic benefits

There is a strong case for the economic benefits of the scheme, both in terms of
the Government’s aims in the NPPF to build a strong and competitive economy,
but also in terms of the number of employees at the site during construction,
operation, and decommissioning phases.

There would be clear economic and energy security benefits arising from a facility
that can meet the electricity needs of around 12,000 homes and reduce the use of
fossil fuels in the production of electricity.

In the circumstances it is considered that there would be economic benefits to
which significant weight can be attributed in the planning balance.

Biodiversity

The submitted Ecological Assessment confirms that biodiversity net gain (BNG)
will be achieved, and the submitted Biodiversity Metric shows the extent of BNG.
Whilst Herts Ecology consider that the net gains are optimistic, showing a net gain
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of over 200%, Officers consider that there would be BNG in compliance with ELP
Policy NE4, and more than the 10% net gain that will be required in the future by
the Environment Act 2021. The delivery of BNG can be controlled by condition.

There will be some impact upon biodiversity by the proposal as set out in this
report. However, on balance, it is considered that the net gains likely to be
achieved weigh moderately in favour of the proposed development.

Planning Balance and very special circumstances

As set out in this report, there are matters that weigh in favour and against the
proposed development. The table below identifies the benefits and harms of the
development and the weight attributed to these. Notwithstanding the weight
attributed to different matters, some carry greater importance than others and
whilst this will not be reflected in the table below, this is addressed in this section
of the report.

Table 2 — Benefits and harms

Issue Effect Weight
Green Belt Openness Harm Significant
Green Belt Purposes Harm Moderate
Overall effect on the
Green Belt Harm Substantial
Landscape and visual Harm Moderate
impact
Heritage Harm (Low Great

level of Less

than

substantial)
Loss of agricultural land Harm Moderate
Renewable Energy Benefit Very Substantial
Generation
Urgent Local Need Benefit Substantial
Economic impact Benefit Significant
Biodiversity Benefit* Moderate*
Flood Risk/Drainage Benefit* Limited*
Noise/residential amenity Neutral* None*
Highway Safety Neutral* None*
Fire Risk Neutral None

* subject to conditions

There is a circular argument for and against the proposal. The greater the
renewable energy generation the greater the weight given to this as a material
consideration, but with that comes the greater spatial and visual impacts.
Notwithstanding the large scale of the proposal, the landscape impacts are
relatively localised due to topography and existing landscaping, whereas the
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renewable energy generation would be substantial compared to existing renewable
energy generation in North Hertfordshire.

The proposed scheme is inappropriate development in the Green Belt; it does not
meet the exceptions set out in paragraphs 149 or 150 of the NPPF. Paragraph 148
confirms that when considering any planning application, local planning authorities
should ensure that substantial weight is given to any harm to the Green Belt. Very
special circumstances will not exist unless the potential harm to the Green Belt and
any other harm resulting from the proposal, is clearly outweighed by other
considerations.

Before addressing the overall planning balance in line with NPPF paragraph 148,
the heritage balance shall first be considered, which also falls within the planning
balance of any other harm.

The heritage balance set out in NPPF paragraph 202 confirms that it is necessary
to weigh the low, less than substantial harm to the significance of the designated
heritage assets, against the public benefits of the proposed development. It is
considered that all the identified benefits above are public benefits. The
development would generate a significant amount of renewable energy, which has
been attributed very substantial weight as a planning benefit, given the statutory
requirement to achieve zero carbon emissions, the environmental, economic, and
social imperative to address global warming, the policy support for renewable
energy, the declaration of a climate change emergency by this Council in 2019 and
the limited renewable energy production in North Hertfordshire. As indicated
earlier in the report there are currently two small solar farms and no wind farms
within the District.

There are other public benefits including those relating to the economy and
biodiversity. Nevertheless, great weight should be given to the conservation of
designated heritage assets as required by the NPPF. However, it is considered
that greater weight should be attributed to the clear public benefits in this instance
and so there is clear and convincing justification for the low harm to the designated
heritage assets. Therefore, it is considered that the proposed development would
have an acceptable effect upon the significance of the heritage assets and would
accord with emerging Local Plan Policies SP13 and HE1, Wymondley NP Policy
NHEO9.

Now turning to the overall planning balance in line with Paragraph 148 of the NPPF,
the development would cause harm to the Green Belt due to its inappropriateness,
loss of openness and conflict with a Green Belt purpose. However, the harm to
the Green Belt would not be permanent, which is material given that the
fundamental aspect of the Green Belt is not only its openness but also its
permanence.

The NPPF requires substantial weight to be given to any harm to the Green Belt.
The development would also result in moderate visual and landscape harm. The
harm will not be permanent, albeit the 40-year life of the proposed development is
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very long. There is no reason to believe that the site cannot be fully restored
following decommissioning.

The other considerations include those that have been afforded weight as
summarised at Table 2 above.

Climate change due to global warming and the imperative to reduce carbon
emissions is addressed by planning policies. The generation of renewable energy
forms an important part of the equation in achieving net zero carbon in the UK by
2050 and within North Hertfordshire by 2040. Other matters have arisen recently
including concerns relating to energy security and significant rises in the price of
gas and electricity.

When taken together, other considerations in this case clearly outweigh the harm
that has been identified to the Green Belt and other harm that has been identified,
particularly given that the proposed development would not be permanent. In the
circumstances, looking at the application as a whole, very special circumstances
are considered to exist to justify the development in the Green Belt as required by
NPPF paragraphs 147 and 148, WNP Policy GB1, Policy LP Policy 2 and ELP
Policy GB5.

Conclusion on ‘very special circumstances’

Officers are of the view that there are material considerations that weigh in favour
of the proposed development. It is considered that these material considerations
together present ‘very special circumstances’ that clearly outweigh the harm to the
Green Belt by reason of inappropriateness and any other harm, taking account that
the proposed development would not be permanent, and that the openness of the
site would be restored following decommissioning of the solar farm restoration to
full agricultural use.

Overall conclusion

The purpose of the planning system is to contribute to the achievement of
sustainable development. Upon consideration of the social, economic, and
environmental objectives of the planning system it is considered that the proposed
development is sustainable and there is therefore a presumption in favour it and
that planning permission should be granted subject to conditions.

Climate Change Mitigation Measures

Climate change has been addressed throughout this report and is a matter at the
heart of this application in terms of the significant contribution the proposed
development would make to renewable energy generation and the goal of achieving
net zero carbon within the District by 2040 and within the UK by 2050.
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Pre-commencement conditions

It is confirmed that the applicant agrees to the pre-commencement conditions that
are proposed.

Legal Implications

In making decisions on applications submitted under the Town and Country Planning
legislation, the Council is required to have regard to the provisions of the
development plan and to any other material considerations. The decision must be
in accordance with the plan unless the material considerations indicate otherwise.
Where the decision is to refuse or where restrictive conditions are attached, the
applicant has a right of appeal against the decision.

Recommendation

That planning permission is resolved to be GRANTED subject to referral to the
Secretary of State for Levelling Up Housing and Communities and subject to the
following conditions.

Standard Time Limit

The development hereby permitted shall be begun before the expiration of three
years from the date of this permission

Reason: To comply with the provisions of Section 91 of the Town and Country
Planning Act 1990 as amended by Section 51 of the Planning and Compulsory
Purchase Act 2004.

Approved plans

The development hereby permitted shall be carried out wholly in accordance with
the details specified in the application and supporting approved documents and
plans listed above.

Reason: To ensure the development is carried out in accordance with details which
form the basis of this grant of permission.

Noise

During the construction phase of the development hereby approved no activities
shall take place outside the following hours: Monday to Friday 08:00-18:00hrs;
Saturdays 08:00-13:00hrs. There shall be no work at any time on Sundays and
Bank holidays.

Piling shall only be undertaken between 09.00hrs and 17.00hrs Monday to Friday.

Reason: To protect the residential amenities of existing residents.



Prior to the installation of any noise generating plant, mitigation details / Plant
Report shall be submitted to the Local Planning Authority to demonstrate
compliance with the source noise levels detailed in Section 6.2.3 oof Report
Reference R21.0906/DRK dated 7 October 2021.

Reason: To protect the amenities of existing residents.

Decommissioning

The Local Planning Authority shall be notified in writing within 1 month of the date
of first operational use of the development. The development hereby permitted
shall be removed and the land restored to its former condition or a condition to be
specified and agreed in writing by the Local Planning Authority on or before 40
years from the date of the first operational use of the development.

Reason: Approval of the proposal on a permanent basis would result in permanent
loss of Green Belt land and conflict with Saved Policy 2 of the North Hertfordshire
District Local Plan with Alterations 2007, Policy GB1 of the Wymondley
Neighbourhood Plan and Policy GB5 of the emerging Local Plan.

No less than 1 year prior to the decommissioning of the development hereby
approved, a detailed decommissioning plan shall be submitted to the Local
Planning Authority for approval, which shall detail how the equipment is to be
removed from the site and how the land will be restored. This shall be accompanied
by a construction traffic management plan and environmental/biodiversity
mitigation measures. The decommissioning and mitigation measures shall be
carried out in accordance with the approved details.

Reason: The application site lies within the open countryside and Green Belt and
it is important that once the development has ceased the openness of the site is
restored and the site made available for full agricultural use.

Flood Risk and Drainage

No development shall take place until a detailed design of the surface water
drainage of the site and a management and maintenance plan have been
submitted to and approved in writing by the Local Planning Authority. Those
elements of the surface water drainage system not adopted by a statutory
undertaker shall thereafter be maintained and managed in accordance with the
approved management and maintenance plan. The scheme shall be based upon
the principles within the submitted Flood Risk Assessment by Weetwood, Final
Report v1.3 dated May 2022 and Technical Note by Weetwood dated 30 May 2022

Reason: To ensure that the proposed development can be adequately drained and
to ensure that there is no increased risk or flood on or off the site resulting from the
proposed development. A pre-commencement condition is required as detailed
drainage should be agreed before construction.



10.

b)
c)

d)

)
9)

h)

During installation of underground cables, no spoil or material shall be stored
adjacent to Stevenage Road, within the extent of Flood Zone 3. This shall form part
of the Construction Management Plan that shall be agreed in writing by the Local
Planning Authority prior to the commencement of the development herby
permitted. Works shall be carried out in accordance with the agreed plan.

Reason: To ensure there is no loss of floodplain or impedance to flood water flows
and no increase in flood risk elsewhere during construction of the development.

Ecology and Biodiversity

Prior to the excavation of trenches for cabling within Wymondley Transforming
Station Local Wildlife Site (LWS) a soil management plan shall be submitted to and
approved in writing by the Local Planning Authority which shall contain the
following:

An ecological survey (in suitable season) of the route across the LWS to highlight
any key issues;

Details relating to the lifting, storage and replacement of turves, including the
season when this will take place; and

Proposed aftercare and management.

The works shall be undertaken in accordance with the approved management plan.

Reason: To minimise impact upon the ecological and biodiversity interest of the
Wymondley Transforming Station LWS.

No development shall commence (including ground works and vegetation
clearance) until a Construction Environmental Management Plan (CEMP) has
been submitted to and approved in writing by the Local Planning Authority. The
CEMP shall include the following:

Risk assessment of potentially damaging construction activities,

Identification of biodiversity protection zones,

Practical measures to avoid or reduce impacts during construction (may be
provided as a set of method statements).

The location and timings of sensitive works to avoid harm to biodiversity features,
The times during construction when specialist ecologists need to be present on site
to oversee works

Responsible persons and lines of communication

The role and responsibilities on site of an ecological clerk of works (ECoW) or
similarly competent person’

Use of protective fences, exclusion barriers and warning signs if applicable.

The CEMP shall be adhered to and implemented throughout the construction
period strictly in accordance with the approved details.
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Reason: To ensure that before any development commences appropriate
construction environmental management plan has been agreed to fully conserve
and enhance ecological interests in accordance with Policies NHE 1 and 2 of the
Wymondley Neighbourhood Plan and emerging Local Plan Policy NEx. A pre-
commencement condition is required as it addresses construction works.

Prior to the installation of the solar arrays hereby approved, a Landscape and
Ecological Management Plan (LEMP) shall be submitted to and approved in writing
by the Local Planning Authority. The LEMP shall include the following:
Description and evaluation of features to be managed,

Ecological trends and constraints on site that might influence management,

Aims and objectives of management including how biodiversity net gain will be
achieved,

Appropriate management options for achieving aims and objectives

Prescriptions for management actions,

Prescription of a work schedule (including annual work plan capable of being rolled
forward over the operational lifetime of the development),

Details of the body or organisation responsible for implementation of the plan, and
Ongoing monitoring and remedial measures.

The LEMP shall also include details of the legal and funding mechanisms by which
the long-term implementation of the plan will be secured by the development with
the management body(ies) responsible for its delivery. The plan shall also set out
(where the results from monitoring show that conservation aims and objectives of
the LEMP are not being met) contingencies and/or remedial action will be
identified, agreed, and implemented so that the development still delivers the fully
functioning biodiversity objectives of the originally approved scheme. The
approved plan will be implemented in accordance with the approved details.

Reason: To conserve and enhance biodiversity including any protected species
and their habitats.

Detailed Landscaping scheme

Prior to the first exportation of electricity from the development to the electricity grid
full details of both hard and soft landscape proposals and programme of
implementation shall be submitted to and approved by the Local Planning
Authority. These details shall include, as appropriate:

Proposed finished floor levels or contours

Wildlife access points in fencing

Hard surfacing materials

Proposed and existing functional services above and below ground

Planting plans

Written specifications of cultivation and operations associated with plant and grass
establishment

Schedules of plants, noting species, planting
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Reason: To safeguard and enhance the appearance of the completed
development and the visual amenity of the locality.

Trees

No construction shall take place until an arboricultural method statement with tree
protection plan following the recommendations contained within BS 5837:2012
identifying measures to protect trees to be retained, has been submitted to and
approved in writing by the Local Planning Authority. The statement shall include
proposed tree protection measures during site preparation, during construction,
and landscaping operations.

Reason: To safeguard and enhance the appearance of the completed
development and the visual amenity of the locality. A pre-commencement
condition is required as the tree protection must be in place prior to construction
works commencing.

Agricultural use

Within one year of the first operational use of the solar farm hereby approved, a
Grazing Management Plan (GMP) shall be submitted to the Local Planning
Authority. The GMP shall detail which parts of the site shall be used for the
grazing of livestock, during which months of the year, and how the grazing is to be
managed. The GMP shall not be carried out except in accordance with the
approval. Any changes to the GMP during the lifetime of the permission shall be
submitted to the Local Planning Authority for approval and shall not be carried out
except in accordance with that approval. Within three years of the first operational
use of the solar farm, the gazing of livestock shall commence on the site in
accordance with the GMP.

Reason: To ensure that part of the site remains in agricultural use in accordance
with policy NE12 of the emerging Local Plan.

Boundary treatment

Notwithstanding the approved details, no PV panels shall be installed until there
has been submitted to and approved in writing by the Local Planning Authority a
plan indicating the positions, design and type of boundary treatments to be erected.
The boundary treatments shall be completed in accordance with the approved
details prior to the first operations use of the solar farm and retained as approved
thereafter.

Reason: To safeguard and enhance the appearance of the completed
development and the visual amenity of the locality.
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Archaeology

Notwithstanding the submitted Archaeological Scheme of Investigation (WSI) by

AOC Archaeology Group, project number 25806/80064, no development shall take

place/commence until a revised WSI has been submitted to and approved by the

local planning authority in writing and in accordance with the programme of work

set out in the Archaeological Brief (P01/21/3380-2). The scheme shall include an

assessment of archaeological significance and research questions; and:

(1) The programme and methodology of site investigation and recording

(2) The programme for post investigation assessment

(3) Provision to be made for analysis of the site investigation and recording

(4) Provision to be made for publication and dissemination of the analysis and
records of the site investigation

(5) Provision to be made for archive deposition of the analysis and records of the
site investigation

(6) Nomination of a competent person for persons/organisation to undertake the
works set out within the Archaeological Written Scheme of Investigation.

Reason: To safeguard the archaeological assets within the approved development
boundary from impacts relating to works associated with the development and to
ensure that proper and timely preservation and/or investigation, recording,
reporting, archiving and presentation of archaeological assets affected by this
development in accordance with policies contained in the National Planning Policy
Framework and Policy HE4 of the emerging Local Plan. A pre-commencement
condition is required because the investigation works must be undertaken before
construction commences.

The development shall take place in accordance with the programme of
archaeological works set out in the WSI approved under (A) above.

Reason: To safeguard the archaeological assets within the approved development
boundary from impacts relating to works associated with the development and to
ensure that proper and timely preservation and/or investigation, recording,
reporting, archiving and presentation of archaeological assets affected by this
development in accordance with policies contained in the National Planning Policy
Framework and Policy HE4 of the emerging Local Plan. A pre-commencement
condition is required because the investigation works must be undertaken before
construction commences.

The development shall not become operational for the exportation of electricity until
the site investigation and post investigation assessment has been completed in
accordance with the programme set out in the WSI approved under condition 16
and the provision made for analysis and publication where appropriate.

Reason: To safeguard the archaeological assets within the approved development
boundary from impacts relating to works associated with the development and to
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ensure that proper and timely preservation and/or investigation, recording,
reporting, archiving and presentation of archaeological assets affected by this
development in accordance with policies contained in the National Planning Policy
Framework and Policy HE4 of the emerging Local Plan. A pre-commencement
condition is required because the investigation works must be undertaken before
construction commences.

Permissive footpaths

Prior to the operational use of the solar farm hereby approved, a scheme relating
to the proposed permissive footpaths shown on submitted drawing No. 3004-01-
003 Rev E, shall be submitted to and approved in writing by the Local Planning
Authority which shall include details of any surfacing, a schedule for delivery,
signage, waymarks and interpretative panels relating to the proposal and footpaths
and signage shall be implemented in accordance with the approved scheme.

Reason: In the interest of pedestrian access within and around the site.

External appearance

No structure shall be erected on site until detailed elevations and plan drawings
and schedule of external finishes to be used has been submitted to and approved
in writing by the Local Planning Authority. The development shall be carried out
in accordance with the approved details.

Reason: To ensure an appropriate visual appearance in the interests of minimising
impact on the landscape.

Highway Safety

Prior to the commencement of the development, detailed engineering drawings of
the accesses as shown indicatively on drawing numbers 3004-01-D)4 and 3004-
01-DOS5 shall be submitted to and approved in writing by the Local Planning
Authority. These shall include details of suitable hardsurface for at least the first
20 metres from the back edge of the carriageway and appropriate associated
drainage, as well as visibility splays of 2.4m x 105m to the ease and 2.4m x 148m
to the west, within which there shall be no vertical obstruction between 0.6m and
2m. The accesses as approved by these plans shall be in place before
commencement of the development.

Reason: To ensure accesses that are safe and suitable during construction, in the
interest of the free and safe flow of public highway users. A pre-commencement
condition is required because the construction access must be in place before the
development commences.



22. Prior to the commencement of the development, detailed engineering drawings of
the passing bay along Gravely Lane, as shown indicatively on drawing numbers
3004-01-D04 and 3004-01-D05 shall be submitted to and approved in writing by
the Local Planning Authority. Thus shall include measures to demonstrate how
the passing bay will not be parked up in by vehicles associated with the wider
public. The passing bay as approved by these plans shall be in place before
commencement of the development hereby approved.

Reason: To ensure the approach route is safe and suitable during construction, in
the interest of the free and safe flow of public highway users. A pre-
commencement condition is required because the passing bays should be in place
before construction commences.

23. Before completion of construction, detailed engineering drawings shall be
submitted to and approved in witing by the Local Planning Authority, which show
revised designs to the two site accesses, reducing their width and providing
suitable associated tighter kerb radii (to accommodate ongoing maintenance
vehicles). Within 3 months of completion of constriction, the revised access
designs shall be in place.

Reason: To ensure access that are safe and suitable in the long term, in the interest
of the free and safe flow of public highway users and the character and appearance
of the area.

24. Before completion of construction, detailed engineering drawings shall be
submitted to and approved in writing by the Local Planning Authority that show
removal of the passing bay along Gravely Lane and full reinstatement of the grass
verge/lembankment and vegetation).  Within 3 months of completion of
construction, this bay shall be removed and full verge/embankment and vegetation
reinstated as approved by these plans.

Reason: To ensure Graveley Lane is reinstated to a suitable environment in the
long term, and in the interest of the free and safe flow of public highway users,
character and appearance of the area and biodiversity.

Proactive Statement:

Planning permission has been granted for this proposal. The Council acted proactively
through positive engagement with the applicant at the pre-application stage and during the
determination process which led to improvements to the scheme. The Council has therefore
acted proactively in line with the requirements of the Framework (paragraph 38) and in
accordance with the Town and Country Planning (Development Management Procedure)
(England) Order 2015.



Informatives

The applicant is advised that the storage of materials associated with the construction of this
development should be provided within the site on land which is not public highway, and the
use of such areas must not interfere with the public highway. If this is not possible,
authorisation should be sought from the Highway Authority before construction works
commence.

Further information is available via the website
https://www.hertfordshire.gov.uk/services/highways-roads-and-pavements/highways-roads-
and-pavements.aspx or by telephoning 0300 1234047

2. Obstruction of public highway land: It is an offence under section 137 of the Highways Act
1980 for any person, without lawful authority or excuse, in any way to wilfully obstruct the
free passage along a highway or public right of way. If this development is likely to result
in the public highway or public right of way network becoming routinely blocked (fully or
partly) the applicant must contact the Highway Authority to obtain their permission and
requirements before construction works commence.

Further information is available via the website
https://www.hertfordshire.gov.uk/services/highways-roads-and-pavements/highways-
roads-and-pavements.aspx telephoning 0300 1234047.

3. ltis an offence under section 148 of the Highways Act 1980 to deposit mud or other debris
on the public highway, and section 149 of the same Act gives the Highway Authority
powers to remove such material at the expense of the party responsible. Therefore, best
practical means shall be taken at all times to ensure that all vehicles leaving the site during
construction of the development are in a condition such as not to emit dust or deposit mud,
slurry or other debris on the highway. Further information is available via the website
https://www.hertfordshire.gov.uk/services/highways-roads-and-pavements/highways-
roads-and-pavements.aspx or by telephoning 0300 1234047.

4. Where works are required within the public highway, the Highway Authority require the
construction of such works to be undertaken to their satisfaction and specification, and by
a contractor who is authorised to work in the public highway. If any of the works associated
with the construction of the access affects or requires the removal and/or the relocation of
any equipment, apparatus or structures (e.g. street name plates, bus stop signs or
shelters, statutory authority equipment etc.) the applicant will be required to bear the cost
of such removal or alteration. Before works commence the applicant will need to apply to
the Highway Authority to obtain their permission and requirements. Further information is
available via the website. https://www.hertfordshire.gov.uk/services/highways-roads-and-
pavements/highways-roads-and-pavements.aspx or by telephoning 0300 1234047.
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