22/01106/MFA | Installation of ground-mounted solar PV panels, vehicular access,
internal access track, landscaping and associated infrastructure including security fencing,
CCTV cameras, and grid connection infrastructure including transformers, substation
compound buildings and cabling route to the point of connection. | Solar Array Little
Heath Lane Little Heath Berkhamsted Hertfordshire
•
•

•
•
•

The NETTLEDEN WITH POTTEN END PARISH COUNCIL object to this application.
We fully recognize the urgency of the climate crisis, the energy crisis and the critical
need for greater energy-independence. Large-scale, diversified and efficient sources
of renewable energy are necessary for our future, and we understand that solar
energy plays a role in that.
We lend our full support to the residents of our parish who have objected to this
application, especially those who are directly impacted by it, but whom the applicant
fails to mention in their application.
We also endorse the views of the CPRE, the Chilterns Conservation Board and the
Bourne End Residents Association.
We ask that Dacorum Planning take note that NETTLEDEN WITH POTTEN END
PARISH COUNCIL was not included in the list of consultees, despite this significant
application running along the border of the parish and impacting directly on the
inhabitants of the parish.

Summary reasons for objection:
1. Visual impact - The siting of the field on a prominent slope, in an area with both larger
and smaller settlements, means that it is highly visible, from homes, from footpaths, from
rail lines, and from recreational areas. Such an impactful solar array runs counter, not only
to landscape preservation policies (such as Green Belt, Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty),
but to the recommendations of the solar industry and government guidelines.
2. Inappropriate development in Green Belt, especially considering the approved LA3
expansion of Hemel Hempstead. We are not persuaded by the applicant's arguments that
the cumulative beneficial elements of this application meet the threshold for "very special
circumstances" justifying an exception to the Green Belt prohibition on development.
Where this particular site is concerned, the Green Belt plays a critical role in stopping the
merging of settlements into each other, and its protected status is therefore of utmost
importance.
3. Loss of arable agricultural land. We question the conclusion of the agricultural land
classification study that found the grade of the field in question to be 3b, and therefore
believe that the developer has not provided adequate justification for why this
development should be sited on this land.

Planning Context:
There are several key sources of law and guidance that we have considered to help
determine the merits of this application:
NPPF:

- Green Belt protection as encapsulated in paras. 137-151
- Renewable energy promotion paras 151-158

National Policy & Guidance
- National Planning guidance1
- Guidance on Landscape Assessment2
- Recent statements on government policy
- NPS for Renewable Energy (EN-3) - which is relatively silent on solar as a major
source of renewable energy
- Ministerial statements3
Looking at planning precedents, the case history for solar farms is clearly variable, and
instances can be pointed to in which solar farms have been allowed in Green Belt. National
policy explicitly states that "the wider environmental benefits associated with increased
production of energy from renewable sources" can contribute to the very special
circumstances put forward to justify development in the Green Belt.

1

E.g. Planning Practice Guidance (PPG) on renewable and low carbon energy, 2015: "The deployment of largescale 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."
2
UKGOV Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government Guidance, Renewable and low carbon energy,
18 June 2015: "Cumulative landscape impacts and cumulative visual impacts are best considered separately.
The cumulative landscape impacts are the effects of a proposed development on the fabric, character and
quality of the landscape; it is concerned with the degree to which a proposed renewable energy development
will become a significant or defining characteristic of the landscape."; "When assessing the significance of
impacts a number of criteria should be considered including the sensitivity of the landscape and visual
resource and the magnitude or size of the predicted change. ... In assessing the impact on visual amenity,
factors to consider include: establishing the area in which a proposed development may be visible, identifying
key viewpoints, the people who experience the views and the nature of the views."
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/renewable-and-low-carbon-energy#cumulative-landscape-and-visual-impacts
3
E.g. Eric Pickles, SOS for Communities and Local Government, 25/3/2015: "Meeting our energy goals should
not be used to justify the wrong development in the wrong location and this includes the unnecessary use of
high quality agricultural land. Protecting the global environment is not an excuse to trash the local
environment. When we published our new planning guidance in support of the Framework, we set out the
particular factors relating to large scale ground mounted solar photovoltaic farms that a local council will need
to consider. These include making effective use of previously developed land and, where a proposal involves
agricultural land, being quite clear this is necessary and that poorer quality land is to be used in preference to
land of a higher quality. We are encouraged by the impact the guidance is having but do appreciate the
continuing concerns, not least those raised in this House, about the unjustified use of high quality agricultural
land. In light of these concerns we want it to be clear that any proposal for a solar farm involving the best and
most versatile agricultural land would need to be justified by the most compelling evidence. Of course,
planning is a quasi-judicial process, and every application needs to be considered on its individual merits, with
due process, in light of the relevant material considerations."

As such, and in the absence of definitive policy guidance from either government or DBC to
quantify the trade-offs involved, adjudicating these questions becomes a fundamentally
qualitative assessment.
Given that the site is acknowledged to be in Green Belt and that it will have some impact on
the landscape, the key planning questions appear to be qualitative in nature:
a. Does the obvious benefit derived from a solar farm outweigh the damage done to
this particular bit of Green Belt?
b. Is the landscape and visual impact, when mitigated, "acceptable"?
We do not think the benefits outweigh the damage to Green Belt land, and nor do we
believe that the landscape and visual impact can be adequately mitigated.
1. Inappropriate site for solar farm due to visual impact
Other objectors have pointed to solar industry guidance for the siting of solar farms, which
makes clear that in many respects, the nature and visibility of this land do not meet their
own best practice standards.4
The application site is a prominent field visible from areas that have (relatively) high footfall.
In considering the impact, it is important to bear in mind that it is not just the solar arrays
themselves that will be visually disruptive, but that they will be surround by 2-metre high
fencing, and have 3.2-metre high transformers, with mounted CCTV cameras, dotted
throughout the field. The hedging that is proposed to obscure this site must therefore also
be of equivalent, or greater, height.
On the basis that images are far more informative on this aspect, here are views of the field
affected, from various vantage points.
A) Little Heath Lane
Little Heath Lane is an important rural artery that links Potten End to Bourne End, and to the
main A41 road.
It is also heavily used as a footpath for many walkers, runners and cyclists, who have few
alternatives routes from the hilltop of Potten End into the Bourne Valley. It is visible from
the Hertfordshire Way, as well as many of the recreational areas in and around the Little
Hay golf complex.
Views from Little Heath Lane (pictures taken directly from road - indicating how open the
view is from the Lane itself):

4

E.g. Solar Energy UK: https://solarenergyuk.org/resource/solar-farms-10-committments/

Figure 1: Little Heath Lane Pic 1. Red outline shows application site

Figure 2: Little Heath Lane Pic 2. Red outline shows application site

Figure 3: Little Heath Lane Pic 3. Red outline shows application site

Figure 4: Little Heath Lane Pic 4. Red outline shows application site

Figure 5: Little Heath Lane Pic 5. Red outline shows application site

These pictures illustrate how widely this field can be seen from various vantage points along
this popular lane for walking, cycling and driving/commuting.
We acknowledge the mitigations suggested by the applicant to block the view of the solar
array, but we think that most residents and lane-users would not be mollified by the above
views being replaced with this (visualisation of year 15 hedge growth from viewpoint 1 equivalent to above Pic 4 - as submitted in document "Viewpoint photomontages"):

Figure 6: Visualisation provided by applicant of how views from Little Heath Lane would look after 15 years with the growth
of mitigating hedge.

To point out that the contrast of figures 4 and 6 constitutes a significant loss of view for a
great multitude of people seems almost gratuitous. Obviously, the hedging is there to
mitigate the impact of the solar park, but such hedging all along the eastern flank of Little
Heath Lane would constitute a significant loss of openness within the Green Belt, views over
countryside, and general visual pleasure to the recreational and commuting users of Little
Heath Lane.
B) Views from across the Bulborne valley:
We welcome the visualisation documents submitted on 29/4 as additional information by
the applicant. These help to illustrate the impact more widely.
We would particularly like to draw the attention of planning officers to the pictures from
Viewpoints 8 and 10, as illustrated in the document showing years 0 and 15 visualisations.
We think these show that the solar park would constitute a significant visual intrusion
from the edge of a major settlement (in the case of VP8) and from a highly frequented
recreational area (in the case of VP10). Indeed, the VP10 pictures in the applicant's
photomontage - from the Little Hay golf complex - seem unnecessarily badly rendered. Here
is their own photo from the golf course showing the field in question in red outline:

Figure 7: View from Little Hay Golf Complex. Red outline shows application site

These viewpoints provide indisputable confirmation that the application development will
have meaningful, unmitigable and unacceptable impact on the visual character of the
landscape.

2. Inappropriate development on Green Belt
This site falls within metropolitan Green Belt and is on the border with Area of Outstanding
Natural Beauty. Whilst acknowledging that some solar parks have been granted in Green
Belt, we still believe that in this case, the considerations of the protected land status far
outweigh any special circumstances that would make this site an exception to the
prohibition of Green Belt development.
Green Belt serves to prevent settlements from merging into each other. National planning
policy explains that "the fundamental aim of Green Belt policy is to prevent urban sprawl by
keeping land permanently open" and lists five purposes of the Green Belt.
We have already shown above the many ways in which this development, as well as many
of the elements of mitigation suggested, would demonstrably reduce the openness of the
Green Belt.
However, it is in its primary role as a buffer between settlements that we think this site
should be considered inappropriate for development. This field is a large section of the
important Green Belt buffer that separates Hemel Hempstead (which has now absorbed the
hamlet of Pouchen End with the extension of LA3) from Berkhamsted, as well as the villages
of Bourne End and Potten End:

It is difficult to give much weight to the argument regarding the temporary nature of this
development. Firstly, whilst these are not bricks and mortars building, they are clearly
industrial in nature and come with a significant amount of infrastructure. This includes high
fencing, several large transformer cabins on concrete foundations, and a number of

buildings to house control rooms, switch rooms, offices and storage containers, some of
which are up to 4 metres in height. Secondly, to our knowledge, no solar park has ever yet
been decommissioned and reverted to agricultural land. Far more likely is that it will be reclassified as brownfield, should it ever cease to function as a solar farm, and therefore be
suitable for development. This consideration should give officers added pause given its
proximity to already built-up areas. It also marks a permanent change to Green Belt
boundaries, which place a high threshold on the local authority to justify the change (NPPF
para 141).
3. Loss of Agricultural Land
Government and industry guidance clearly differentiates between agricultural classifications
and discourage use of the higher grades of land for the purposes of solar farms. We note
that the applicant has commissioned an analysis of the land (done by ADAS, the applicant's
agent in this matter), the conclusion whereof was that it was subgrade 3b, due principally to
the "gradient and topsoil stone content".
Obviously, we are not experts and cannot offer a scientific rebuttal of these findings.
However, in the collective memory of Potten Enders, this field has always appeared fertile,
producing robust yields of wheat/rapeseed/cereal crops. Should this question of the
agricultural land classification prove a material point of consideration, we would urge the
planning officers to consider getting an independent view on this important question.

