PL/2025/01404/PPFL Installation and operation of a 49.9 MW ground mounted
solar farm and S5SMW BESS facility together with all associated works, equipment,

necessary infrastructure and biodiversity enhancement areas.
Woodhouse Farm Catherine De Barnes Lane Catherine De Barnes Solihull B92 0D]

We request that this application be refused on the grounds of it being inappropriate
development in the Green Belt. This application covers four parcels of land. Grouping 1 is
solely within Bickenhill/Marston Green, as is most of the site in Grouping 2. We do not propose
to significantly comment on Grouping 1, other than to say we fully support the response from
Bickenhill and Marston Green Parish Council who are most directly impacted by the facility.

The applicant goes into_detail about the depth of community engagement that has been
undertaken. We feel that very little community engagement has taken place until earlier this
month. The applicant held an open event last year where interest parties could register their
interest in the scheme and the proposed Community Liaison Group (CLG). Beyond discussion
of dates nothing more was heard until early June this year, some eight months later. This falls
well short of Best Practice. We are not aware of any communication with our MP or local
ward councillors.

Planning, Design and Access Statement (PDAS) - Green Belt/Grey Belt Policy

We are pleased that the applicant has significantly reduced the area of Grouping 2, reflecting
the sensitivity of its location to the SSSI. However, the proposed development still represents
significant encroachment into open countryside, resulting in the loss of Grades 2 and 3a
agricultural land that is ‘best and most versatile'.

The application fails to meet the criteria in POLICY P17 Countryside and Green Belt as well
as conflicting with paragraphs 143,153,154,155, and 160 of the NPPF. The site does not
meet the criteria for Grey Belt, and the application fails to demonstrate that harm to the
Green Belt is outweighed by other considerations.

e Policy P17 states “The Council will safeguard the “best and most versatile” agricultural
land in the Borough and encourage the use of the remaining land for farming.
Development affecting the “best and most versatile” land will be permitted only if there is
an overriding need for the development or new use, and there is insufficient lower grade
land available.”

¢ Annexe 2 of the NPPF defines Grey Belt ‘as land in the Green Belt comprising previously
developed land and/or any other land that, in either case, does not strongly contribute to
any of purposes (a), (b), or (d) in paragraph 143. ‘Grey belt’ excludes land where the
application of the policies relating to the areas or assets in footnote 7 (other than Green
Belt) would provide a strong reason for refusing or restricting development. Footnote 7
includes, amongst other things, designated heritage asset”

In our view the land is not previously developed and a significant proportion of groupings 2,
3 and 4 is highly performing. It scores 11/12 in meeting the four purposes detailed in the
Solihull Strategic Green Belt Assessment 2016 (SSGBA 2016). This is recognised by the




applicant in their Planning and Design Statement clause 7.3.3 and Table 2. The site cannot be
classed as Grey Belt and consequently Green Belt policies solely apply.

Groupings 2, 3 and a significant portion of 4 fall within the Broad Area 05 which is described
in SSGBA 2016 as “largely characterised by countryside and includes Barber’s Coppice. The Area
performs highly against purposes 1, 2 and 3 but more moderately against purpose 4 due to the
limited views into Bickenhill Conservation Area. The Area’s boundaries are durable and easily
identifiable as the M42 motorway to the east where it makes a strong contribution to purpose 1.
The Area forms the western edge of the strategic gap between the major urban areas of
Birmingham and Solihull to the west and Coventry to the east.”

The site forms a critical, strategic gap separating the urban edge of Solihull, Bickenhill and
Catherine de Barnes. This development would severely erode the openness and separation
between these settlements and significantly weaken the vital Green Belt function as spelt out
in the SSGBA 2016, particularly the Bickenhill site. The installation of transformers, battery
storage equipment, substations, CCTV and lighting columns will severely compromise the
openness and contribute to the spread of development into the open countryside.

Para. 7.3 of the applicant’s Green Belt Assessment says ‘a small portion of the proposed
development site falls within Parcel BAO5, which has the highest score of performance against three
of the Green Belt's purposes. However, none of the other Parcels, which the site is located within,
have the highest score against any of the purposes. Subsequently, the score of Parcel BAO5 accounts
for almost half (11/24) of the total score for the four parcels against the Green Belt purposes.

However, Grouping 2 is a significant parcel included in this application and is situated in BAO5.
When put together with the land areas of groupings 3 and 4 its size cannot be said to be small.
Groupings 2, 3 and 4 comprise highly performing green belt and make up a significant part of
the site area. The statement in para 7.3.3 is therefore misleading. These three sites are as
good examples of Green Belt as one would find in a locality so close to urbanisation and
should be protected.

Temporary Development

The applicant asserts that the development safeguards the Green Belt for the temporary
period of 40 years. In our view, forty years can hardly be treated as temporary. This was
addressed in the case of The Ledwyche Solar Farm (LSF) application PL22/02151/FUL. In
this case planning officers questioned whether the land would be capable of being reinstated
to an equivalent quality after 40 years. They saw no precedent by which to judge this as no
UK solar farm sites had yet been subject to restoration and agricultural reversion.

All solar farm applicants stress the land use is temporary and the land will be improved
through fallow use during the forty years. During the planning appeal there was a significant
clarification of the planning officers’ position which said that as none had yet been de-
commissioned it is not known if the land can be fully restored. They also said forty years was
a long time to take land out of production.



The LSF was on good quality agricultural land and officers said that the Planning Committee
was entitled to take this into account when it rejected the application to safeguard the “best
and most versatile” agricultural land and encourage the use of the remaining land for farming.

Heritage Assets

Both Designated and non-Designated Heritage Assets especially within Grouping 1 are
impacted by these proposals, contrary to Policies P15 - Secure by Design and P16 -
Conservation of Heritage Assets and Local Distinctiveness. The Council’s Heritage Officer
has identified less than substantial harm to designated heritage assets. The applicant has
provided no convincing justification for this harm.

Para 212 in the NPPF states that when considering the impact of development on heritage
assets, great weight should be given to asset conservation. This is irrespective of whether any
potential harm is less than substantial, substantial, or a total loss. Para 213 goes on to say that
any harm to, or loss of, a designated heritage should require clear and convincing justification.

Para 214 requires refusal of permission unless it can be demonstrated that the harm or total
loss is necessary to achieve substantial public benefits that outweigh it. We believe the
applicant has not established this. Para 215 addresses the position of less than substantial
harm. Any harm should be weighed against the public benefits of the proposal.

POLICY P15 Securing Design Quality states” All development proposals will be expected to
achieve good quality, inclusive and sustainable design, which meets the following key principles: i.
Conserves and enhances local character, distinctiveness and streetscape quality and ensures that
the scale, massing, density, layout, materials and landscape of the development respect the
surrounding natural, built and historic environment. The application fails to meet these criteria
and therefore does not comply with Policy P15.

Very Special Circumstances (VSC)

Paragraph 160 of the NPPF acknowledges that many renewable energy projects will comprise
inappropriate development in the Green Belt. In such cases developers will need to
demonstrate VSC if projects are to proceed. We believe VSC have not been demonstrated for
the following reasons:

e The application is reliant on the generic renewable energy benefits arising from solar
farms. Very little evidence, if any, has been put forward as to why, these benefits are
uniquely dependent on a site in this Green Belt location. Solihull Policy P17 says -
Development affecting the “best and most versatile” land will be permitted only if there is
an overriding need for the development or new use, and there is insufficient lower grade
land available”. We do not feel the applicant has provided robust evidence that there
is an overriding need for these proposals on this site .

e The Green Belt and Surface Water Sequential Site Selection Report revolves
around the commercial viability of the sites with minimal consideration for the impact
on the Green Belt. This site appears to have been selected solely on financial
considerations. The potential of Birmingham Airport being a prospective customer of
the power generated has influenced the selection of this site in our opinion. The
applicant appears to have set their own selection criteria for the development




obviously to ensure a firm level of financial return, with Green Belt considerations very
much a secondary element to the proposals.

e We accept that the generation of renewable energy is a material consideration, but it
should not be assumed that a VSC is established unless the harm to the Green Belt in
respect of inappropriateness and other harm is outweighed by other considerations.
Carbon offset is not geographically dependent and is offset wherever the relevant site
is situated and not exclusive to this site.

e The applicant suggests the possibility of a connection to Birmingham Airport as a
public benefit on the grounds that it helps the Airport achieve their net zero ambitions.
We don't consider this to be a VSC.

e The Heritage officer identified other locations for the BESS and associated
infrastructure, which contradicts the applicant’s assertion that the various harms are
unavoidable. On this basis, the weight given to this as a VSC should be limited.

Harm to the Landscape

The applicant's Landscape and Visual Appraisal (LVA) fails, in our view, to properly assess
views from St Peter’'s Church (Grade 1 Listed). The BCA in general, 239 Lugtrout Lane
(Grade 11 Listed), and several PROWSs; all are receptors under GLVIA3.

The applicant describes the area using phrases “semi-rural “and “influenced by
infrastructure”. Currently the areas are open agricultural fields, nothing semi about them and
are not influenced by infrastructure. The LVA contains descriptions such as “strong built
presence” and discernible changes in immediate landscape” which represent major adverse
effects in the GLVIA3. The applicant considers them to be only “minor” and "only causing
moderate harm.” We do not agree.

The LVA fails to address the restoration objectives required under the Historic,
Environmental, Ecological and Landscape Management Pan (HEELMP) put in place by
SMBC on approval of the Birmingham Airport extended runway application.

The Assessment does not take into any account of the accumulated effect of developments
within the area.

We believe the applicant has over relied on the mitigation planting and significantly
underestimates the 1%t year harm. Hedges and trees are generally not quick growing and
hedges of 3m height, as is suggested, are not characteristic of the local landscape.
SUMMARY

In summary, this application represents inappropriate development in Green Belt with
no valid VSC to support it and should be REFUSED. It does not meet the criteria for Grey
Belt within Green Belt so conventional Green Belt Policies should apply.

Most of our response relates to grouping 2-4. Grouping 1 site is within the Parish of Bickenhill
and Marston Green and are aware that they will be submitting a response which we fully
support.

Parish Clerk, Responsible Financial Officer & Data Protection Officer to Hampton-in-Arden
Parish Council 24™ June 2026






