Clerk to Hermitage Parish Council

Email: hermitagepc@outlook.com

Chairman: Ms R. Cottingham
17 February 2025

The Planning Alison Bell
Inspectorate Tel: No
Temple Quay House

2 The Square

Bristol

BS1 6PN

Dear Ms Bell
Representation on Planning Appeal reference APP/W0340/W/24/3356688

Part retrospective. Change of use of land for the formation of 5 Gypsy/Traveller
pitches comprising of 1 mobile home, 1 touring caravan, and 1 utility building per

pitch
Land South Of Sandhill, Hampstead Norreys Road, Hermitage, Thatcham RG18 9XU
[Original Planning Application Reference 23/00815/FUL]

Hermitage Parish Council (‘the parish council’) supports the decision of West Berkshire

Council (‘West Berks’) to refuse the part retrospective application for gypsy and traveller



accommodation on land to the south of Sandhill, Hermitage. We ask the Inspector to

dismiss the appeal now made.

The application is contrary to important policies of the development plan, which (for the
purposes of this application) consists of the Core Strategy Development Plan Document
(2006 —2026), Housing Site Allocations Development Plan Document (adopted May
2017), and saved policies from the previous local plan (as amended) - collectively

referred to as ‘the local plan’ - and the Hermitage Neighbourhood Plan (‘HNP’) made in

May 2024. For some reason neither the original committee report nor the appellant’s
Statement of Case seems to be aware that the HNP contains policies relevant to the
proposal and which must inform the final planning judgement. Rather than repeat
reference to the conflicts with local plan policies which are set out in the reasons for
refusal (though for the record we confirm that we agree with these) we have drawn
attention below to those conflicts with the HNP which have not been previously

considered.

The emerging local plan has reached examination stage but is subject to modifications
prior to the Inspector reaching his decision about its soundness. For that reason, its

policies are likely to be of relatively little weight in decision making.

The parish council agrees with all of the reasons given for the application being refused.
West Berks’ planning committee was correct to reject the officer’'s recommendation to
approve which was unduly concerned with the need to provide additional gypsy and

traveller pitches and failed to give proper weight to the conflict of the development with

important local and national policy.

We refer to the proposal and its consequences in the future tense although some of the

harm is evident from the unauthorised development which has already taken place.
Reason1

The first reason for refusal is that the development will harm the visual character of

North Wessex Downs National Landscape (‘the National Landscape’). Although the



reason refers specifically to ‘visual’ impact, the Inspector should also consider the

intrinsic harm to the character of the National Landscape caused by this proposal.

The unacceptable impact on the National Landscape was made clear by the expert
landscape advice provided to West Berks by its own consultants. In our opinion the
case officer in recommending approval of the application failed to give sufficient weight
to this advice. There would be a noticeable adverse effect on the experience of the
transition from the settlement to the open countryside and quite obvious settlement

creep into the National Landscape.

The parish council strongly supports the West Berkshire landscape advisor’s criticism of
the appellant’s Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment (‘LVIA’) which was not
undertaken in accordance with the guidelines provided by the Landscape Institute in its

GLVIA3. The advisor said in her analysis:

The LVIA was incomplete, contained subjective opinions and overall did not

provide an objective assessment of the development proposals

The Inspector should give very limited weight to the conclusions of the appellant’s LVIA
and much greater weight to the well-reasoned analysis of provided by West Berks
landscape advisor who concluded that the application would cause significant and
demonstrable harm. The appellant makes no reasoned response to these criticisms

and simply asserts in their Statement of Case that
The appeal site is currently well screened.

The parish council totally disagrees with this assertion. The hedgerow along the B4009
has already been partially removed by the appellant (for no obvious reason) and will be
further depleted to provide the necessary visibility splay from the exit if the appeal is

allowed.

There would also be an adverse impact on sensitive views from the Eling Way Active
Travel Route which would diminish the sense of openness and experience of open

countryside. See photographs in the appendix below.



The proposal would also have an adverse impact on wildlife and biodiversity which is, in

particular, in conflict with limb c. of Policy HER5 of the HNP which says that:

C. As part of its requirements to demonstrate net biodiversity gain, development
Should be designed to retain trees, shrubs and hedgerows of arboricultural,
habitat and amenity value on-site and to conserve and enhance connectivity to
the wider green infrastructure networks. Where this is accompanied by new
planting, this should consist of native species of trees, shrubs and grasses acting

as stepping stones for wildlife.

Nor has the design of the proposal taken into consideration Policy HER2 of the HNP

which requires that:

B. In delivering high qualily design, development proposals must demonstrate the

appropriate use of design, layout, materials and features.

1. Development should integrate with and enhance the form of its existing
surroundings, with all connections including road patterns ensuring permeability

for cyclists and pedestrians.

C. All development proposals should include a proportionate statement and
Hustrations demonstrating how the principles and guidance in the Hermitage

Design guidelines have been addressed.

We also draw the Inspector’s attention to the duty of decision-makers arising from S.85
of the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000 (as modified by S.245 of the Levelling Up
and Regeneration Act 2023) which now requires every public body and decision maker
to ‘seek to further’ the statutory purposes of a protected landscape. This is an absolute

legal duty which the government has made clear is intended as an ‘active’ consideration

(A1) In exercising or performing any functions in relation to, or so as to affect, land in an area of
outstanding natural beauty in England, a relevant authority .. must seek to further the purpose of
conserving and enhancing the natural beauty of the area of outstanding natural beauty.’



and it is therefore not a matter of planning judgement as to the extent to which it
engages with any particular planning application.? Given the landscape harm that
arises from the proposal, we cannot see how allowing this appeal could possibly be

consistent with that duty.

Reason 2 - Drainage
The drainage and flood risk consultee said in his final correspondence with the case

officer:

Whilst we do believe that a solution broadly consistent with what has been
presented is possible to achieve on this site, the outstanding issues relate to
technical issues which have not been resolved need fo be addressed prior to

conditional approval.

Those technical issues were not resolved by the time of the planning committee meeting
but in advising the committee the case officer incorrectly implied that the need to
resolve technical issues ‘prior to conditional approval’ means the same as ‘can be
subject to a condition’ —which it is not. No scheme for ensuring satisfactory surface
water drainage has in fact been submitted. The appellant’s Statement of Case asserts
without evidence (and contrary to the ‘facts on the ground’) that the appellant would not
install impermeable surfaces and that this could be subject to condition. In fact
impermeable surfaces are a necessary and unavoidable part of the proposal and we
have no confidence that any such condition would be enforceable. The proposal is
therefore in direct conflict with Policy HER4 of the HNP.

The appellant appears to be envisaging the installation of a cess pit as the means by
which to contain foul waste. This would require the removal of a huge quantity of earth
and installation of supporting underground structures for the tank, further damaging the

landscape. There is no plan for regular emptying of the tank to ensure there is no

2 Guidance for relevant authorities on seeking to further the purposes of Protected Landscapes
Published by DEFRA 16 December 2024 says:

“for development plan making and development management decisions affecting a Protected
Landscape, a relevant authority should seek to further the purposes of the Protected Landscape - in so
doing, the relevant authority should consider whether such measures can be embedded in the design of
plans and proposals, where reasonably practical and operationally feasible”



overflow into the site or onto the road and the neighbouring bungalow. There is a real

risk to health from this proposal.
Reason 3 - Highways

The parish council has excellent local knowledge of the B4009. It is a busy road, well
used by tractors, laden hay wagons and HGVs. This can make pedestrians feel unsafe,
particularly where the pavements are narrow as many of them in this village are. The
plans submitted by the appellant include an additional section of 1.0m wide footway
which would not comply with the requirement for a 1.5m width which is identified by the
highway authority (and contained in the proposed condition). No explanation for this is
given in the appellant’s Statement of Case and it is not clear whether it is simply
(another) error on the appellant’s part, or that there is a reason why 1.5m is not

achievable. Either way this is a material omission.

The appellant argues that the refusal was based in part on a misunderstanding (on the
part of the planning committee) of the proposed access arrangements but provides no
evidence that this was the case. The appellant claims at Para 4.4 of their Statement of

Case that the planning committee did not realise that:
.Yhe existing access was not the proposed access..

And yet at Para 2.2. of their Statement of Case they confirm that:
Access to the site is fo remain as existing

The refusal was based on the access plan in front of the committee which will provide an
entrance close to the 30mph transition point and have an adverse effect on highway
safety. It will also require a further length of hedgerow (up to 100m in length according
to advice given to the planning committee) to be removed causing more landscape and
environmental damage. The screening of caravans and dayrooms from the road, which

is already poor, would be further reduced.

The Inspector may wish to note that some vegetation was removed on the day following

the refusal of the application.



Conclusion

The parish council requests that the appeal is dismissed and that the well-founded
policy and material reasons given for refusing the application are supported. We
appreciate that it is difficult to find sites for gypsy and traveller pitches and there is
considerable pressure for them to be approved. However, any shortfall in supply which
currently exists, amounting to one pitch over the next five years, is not significant. Even
against alonger-term requirement, the benefit of the additional supply does not
outweigh the harm that would be caused by allowing this development to remain ‘in
situ’. It is unquestionably in conflict with important policies in the development plan

and the overriding duty to protect the countryside and biodiversity.

The appellant’s appeal Statement of Case does not address the reasons for refusal by
providing rebuttal evidence or additional information. It suggests that they will rely
extensively on the content of the officer report which did not, in our view and the view of

the planning committee, properly reflect the professional consultee advice provided.

We respectfully request that the appeal be dismissed for these very good planning

reasons.

Yours sincerely

Nicola Pierce
Clerk to Hermitage Parish Council



Appendix.

A sequence of views of land south of Sandhill taken by a car passenger travelling north along

B4009 on Monday February 7", starting from the southern end of the site.

Figure 1 View of existing entrance to land south of Sandhill showing plastic screening on the eastern boundary.



Figure 3 Land south of Sanadhill from B4009 showing vehicles, caravans and Sanadhill at the far left.



A sequence of views of landd south of Sandhill taken by a pedestrian from the Eling Way on
Monday February 14

Figure 5 Land south of Sandhill further north of fig.4 from Eling Way
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Figure 6 Land south of Sanadhill from further north along Eling Way than fg. 5.
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