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	Report by:
	Director of Transport and Environment



	Proposal:
	Extension to existing car park and construction of internal access road (part retrospective).


	Site Address:
	British Gypsum Robertsbridge Works, Mountfield, Robertsbridge.


	Applicant:
	British Gypsum Ltd,



	Application No.
	RR/508/CM


	Key Issues:
	i. Need.

ii. Impact on AONB.

iii. Landscape mitigation.

iv. Ecological issues.



RESOLUTION OF THE DIRECTOR OF TRANSPORT AND ENVIRONMENT:

Under the powers delegated to me by the Governance Committee on 30 January 2003, I resolve to approve the proposal subject to the conditions set out in the recommendation and to the making of a Tree Preservation Order.

CONSIDERATION OF RELEVANT PLANNING MATTERS

1.
The Site and Surroundings
1.1
The site is part of the 40 hectare British Gypsum site at Mountfield which produces plasterboard and exports gypsum from the Brightling Mine.  The whole site is set within the High Weald Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty. The factory is set in a wooded setting on the north side of the valley of the River Line. Many of the woodland areas within the larger site are well established and identified as ancient woodland. Large areas of the site are designated as a Site of Conservation Importance which is a local designation.

1.2
The area that is the subject of this planning application is a 5 hectare area of land which lies between the railway line, that runs as a spur from the main Hastings to Tunbridge Wells railway line and the lower site access road, with the River Line to the south and the upper access road and the car park to the factory to the north. It includes a disused car park area and scrubland land to the west and semi-natural mixed broad leaved and coniferous woodland to the east. 

1.3
The section of the site which is the subject of this planning application is not included in the area of ancient woodland, probably due to its size and separation from the more extensive areas of woodland. The site however lies within a Site of Conservation Interest.
2.
The Proposal
2.1
The proposed development is part retrospective and comprises the retention of a road that has been partially constructed by the removal of trees through woodland, located to the south of the Robertsbridge works. This provides access to a disused car park and enabled drainage works associated with the diversion of the River Line, which are being undertaken under the terms of a separate planning permission (RR/445/CM), and an extension to the car park area. The development comprises some 5,236 sq metres of land with the road aligned parallel to the access road running east to west with access off the factory road close to the weighbridge. It is to be a single carriageway with a metalled surfaced complete with kerbs and passing places.

2.2
The western end of the car park is to be extended by 1,049 square metres into the flat scrubland to provide additional capacity and aid the flow of traffic. Gabions will be required to retain rear wall of the car park into the valley side on the northern side of the car park. The extended and re- furbished car park will comprise an area of some 2,830 square metres and provide spaces for 105 cars and light vehicles. A walkway and staircase already connect the car park to the factory and will be rebuilt to current standards. 

2.3
Security barriers are to be installed at the car park entrance to prevent unauthorised use and improve security generally. Height restricting bars and posts will be erected to prevent HGV from entering the roadway. The roadway and car park will be discretely lit.

2.4
The new car park will not be suitable for disabled visitors because the car park is at a substantially lower level than the factory which is only accessibly via the steps on the walkway. A number of spaces will therefore be retained for disabled visitors adjacent to the factory building.

2.5
A landscaping scheme has been submitted with the planning application which comprises of woodland under storey planting close to the road, grass seeding of the bank, and woodland planting to the north and west of the car park on the banked hillside. The access road has been laid through the woodland strip to provide access to parts of the River Line works.
3.
Site History

3.1
The British Gypsum site has been used for industrial purposes since the middle of the 19th century and has the benefit of a number of planning permissions. 

3.2 
RR/422/CM Erection of building to for the storage of plasterboard waste-granted February 2005.

3.3
 The site has been the subject of extensive works in the past 2 years to re-align the River line that runs through the site in open channels and culverts under the terms of RR/445/CM (EIA) granted in October 2005. This consent also includes the provision of a new lorry park and access road with the rationalisation of on-site lorry parking. 

3.4 
Permission for the installation of two new stacks and extension of an existing stack. Permitted February 2007.

4.
Consultations and Representations 
4.1
 Environment Agency – No objection in principle
4.2
 Mountfield Parish Council – No comment received
4.3
 Rother District Council – Raises no objection

5.
The Development Plan policies of relevance to this decision are:
5.1
 East Sussex and Brighton & Hove Structure Plan 1991-2011 Policies S1 (Sustainability) EN2 (Preserve and enhance AONB) EN3 (Protect and promote quiet enjoyment of AONB) 

5.2
East Sussex and Brighton & Hove Minerals Local Plan 1999. Policy 1 (General principles) Policy 26 (support for gypsum working); Policy 27 (environmental management of British Gypsum site) Policy 31 (development policies)

5.3
Rother District Local Plan 2006; Policies DS1, v (use of existing infrastructure) vi (AONB) & ix (protection of countryside)

5.4 
Regional Planning Guidance for the South East (RPG9); M1 (sustainable construction); M4 ( Provision for minerals).

6.
Considerations
i) Need 

6.1
The British Gypsum works is of particular importance providing plasterboard and cement products for the building industry and is well placed to serve the increasing demand from the south east region and further afield. In accordance with sustainable construction practise the works recycles an increasing proportion of its product which is either damaged or returned as off-cuts. This is consistent with Regional planning policy M1. At the same time there is increased importance attached to the rail delivery of desulphurgypsum. The combined effect has been to increase both the vehicular and rail related movements associated with the mineral operations, giving rise to increased need for storage and vehicle parking areas, as well as pressure on the circulation arrangements.

6.2
It is very regrettable that the roadway was partially constructed without the benefit of planning permission, albeit initially to facilitate the drainage works approved under the planning permission RR/445/CM (EIA) for the diversion of the River Line. The road has provided access to a car park that has been disused since the construction of a railway unloading area in 1996 because of the conflict of railway traffic and vehicular traffic in the same location. The whole site has tended to be developed in a piecemeal fashion over a long period of time and it is recognised that there is a need to rationalise the traffic movements and parking on the site, particularly in relation to the conflict between rail, HGV and employee/visitor traffic. The applicant has indicated that for Health and safety reasons it is preferable to separate these traffic flows and this also brings with it operational benefits because of the separation of traffic movements and the avoidance of delays when the train is unloading.


6.3 
The need to separate different types of site activity is acknowledged and a previous planning permission granted in October 2005, included within the River Line diversion scheme proposals to create a large lorry and trailer park on the hillside to the east of the factory, together with a new access road through part of the ancient woodland. This permission (RR/445/CM (EIA)) is still capable of implementation and as it is associated with the works for the River Line will effectively remain implementable in perpetuity subject to the submission of the necessary detailed schemes. 

6.4
The current extension of the disused car park to the west will provide a substantial car park which will accommodate all employee/visitor traffic, in a separate area away from the lorry and container parking areas, with a separate dedicated access from the main feeder road to the factory site. This will allow the existing parking areas adjacent to the factory to be used for HGV and Containers, together with the existing lorry park adjacent to the weighbridge. This utilisation of an existing unused car park on the site complies with Policy DS1i) of the Rother District Local Plan. 

6.5
These arrangement will meet the need to separate the types of traffic, address Health and Safety requirements and will assist the company in achieving a better control of surface water effluents on the site. Gypsum is sometimes windblown around the factory site and lorries/containers and dissolves into surface water. Locating the lorries in only one part of the site will make it easier to collect any contaminated surface water in traps and other containment facilities thereby reduce any polluting of surface water.

6.6
Policy 26 of the Minerals Local Plan supports the continuation of gypsum and anhydrite mining, processing and manufacturing activities at Mountfield with favourable consideration being given to developments which sustain these activities. The proposal results in the creation of a more cost effective, efficient, safe use of the site through the separation of the vehicles using the site, the parking of containers and lorries closer to the factory facilitating loading and unloading of goods, and a reduction in conflict between road and rail facilities. The improvements in operational arrangements are therefore considered to meet a recognised need and comply with Policy 26 and Policy M4 of RPG9 supporting the provision of ancillary mineral handling facilities and the use of rail. 

6.7 
Planning permission RR/445/CM (EIA) included the provision of a lorry park to the east of the factory to accommodate all the vehicles using this site. Planning permission for the new access road and extended car park does not negate the need for a lorry park in the future. Whilst the lorries and containers can now park on the forecourt to the factory, the existing lorry park adjacent to the weighbridge is to be reduced in size with the woodland being more clearly demarcated under the terms of the planning permission, and the works associated with the river diversion have resulted in the loss of container parking adjacent to the landfill site. British Gypsum still needs the ability to construct additional facilities for HGV,s on the site. The applicant is of the view that these works when completed will have the effect of reducing trailer storage capacity more or less cancelling out the gains from the current application. On this basis I am satisfied that the implementation of both areas of parking is appropriate and complimentary, and that the removal of the ability to implement RR/445/CM (EIA) is not appropriate. 

ii) Impact on AONB

6.8
Planning permission for the construction of a new large car park on the hillside under planning permission RR/445/CM (EIA) followed long and detailed discussions and was a compromise to allow the company to segregate road traffic and railway traffic.

6.9
Whilst it is regrettable that the new access road was constructed without prior discussion or planning permission, it is stated that the construction has damaged woodland planted by the company to screen the factory building when erected some 70 years ago, rather than ancient woodland which is considered more valuable and a habitat that is irreplaceable. The area is within a Site of Nature Conservation Interest and there has been a loss of habitat and disturbance to wildlife that would have been regulated had the access road not constructed without the benefit of planning permission. 
6.10
The area of woodland which has been removed for the construction of the road is not easily noticeable on site due to the retention of trees on either side of the roadway, the woodland being fairly sparsely planted and the views from the roads to the north and the south of the site not being readily affordable. Accordingly, the development is not considered to harm the visual appearance of the AONB and as such accords with Policies EN2 and EN3 of the Structure Plan and Policy DS1vi of the Rother District Local Plan. However, I remain concerned about the loss of trees and habitat without prior discussion or consultation. In view of this I have grave concerns about the protection of the large expanses of ancient woodland on the larger site and propose that adjacent areas together with areas adjoining the factory building be protected by a Tree Preservation Order. This would provide protection for all of the ancient woodland detailed on the submitted plans as being in the ownership of British Gypsum. 
6.11 
Policy 31 of the Minerals Local Plan supports associated activities proposed on mineral sites where (c) the proposal does not have an adverse effect on sites and features of landscape or wildlife interest. The land take for the access road has been minimised by the construction of a single carriageway and the visual impact of the roadway is minimal. The land being utilised for the car park was in part derelict land and the planting scheme proposed will mitigate and indeed improve the visual appearance of the site to the benefit of the AONB. The car park area as extended will be clearly visually, however, it lies within the base of the valley and is hidden from view from long distance views into the site. As such the scheme accords with Policy 31 of the Structure Plan. 
iii) Landscape Mitigation

6.12
The construction of the access road resulted in the loss of a number of trees and the application includes a landscaping scheme with a substantial amount of under planting in the woodland, planting to the rear of the car park and grass on the rear bank. Ivy is to be grown over the gabions.

6.13 The site lies within the High Weald Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty and these proposals comply with Policy EN2 of the Structure Plan and Policy DS1 i, v, vi & ix of the Wealden Local Plan which seeks to minimise the impact of development on these areas and seek enhancement of the AONB.

iv. Ecological Issues

6.14
Great Crested Newts were noted in the pond to the north of the factory at the time of the planning application for the River Line diversion. A Natural England License was granted in October 2007. Great Crested Newt fencing was positioned on the site during the construction of the diversion and the construction of the road and car park and was removed on the completion of these works. Further this took place 450m from the breeding pond and the ecologist employed by British Gypsum concluded that it is unlikely that any newts were affected by these works. The County ecologist has accepted this view.
7.   Conclusions and Reasons for approval

7.1
In accordance with Section 38 of the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004 the decision on this application should be taken in accordance with the development plan unless material considerations indicate otherwise.

7.2
The proposal provides for improvements to the vehicular parking and circulation arrangements which will go some way to address current deficiencies and provide help operational facilities in accordance with RPG policies M1 and M4, and policies1, 26 and 31 of the East Sussex and Brighton & Hove Minerals Local Plan 1999. In terms of its environmental impact on this part of the AONB the development  complies with Policies S1, EN2, EN3 of East Sussex and Brighton & Hove Structure Plan 1991-2011, and  Policy DS1 of Rother District Local Plan 2006.

7.3
There are no other material considerations and the decision should be taken in accordance with the development plans. It is considered appropriate having regard to the circumstances of this application to protect other important areas of trees on this site, through a Tree Preservation Order.
8.
Recommendation     

8.1
To provide for the protection of  the areas of trees around the plasterboard factory and adjacent to the roadway with a Tree Preservation Order and to grant planning permission subject to the following conditions:-

1.
The landscaping of the site shall be carried out in the first planting season following this decison notice in accordance with drawing number D108494/LSC/001B dated 11.07.07. Thereafter no tree planted in accordance with this scheme shall be lopped, topped, felled, uprooted or destroyed.  Any which becomes seriously damaged or diseased or dies, shall be replaced at the same place with another tree of such size and species, and shall be planted at such time, as may be specified in writing by the Director of Transport and Environment.


Reason: In the interests of visual amenity and to comply with Policies S1 (b) & (f) and EN1 of the East Sussex and Brighton & Hove Structure Plan 1991-2011 and Policy DSI of Wealden Local Plan 2006

2.
(a) No retained tree or tree shall be cut down, uprooted or destroyed, nor shall any retained tree be topped or lopped other than in accordance with the approved plans and particulars, without the written approval of the local planning authority. Any topping or lopping approved shall be carried out in accordance with British Standard [3998 (Tree Work)]. 


(b) If any retained tree is removed, uprooted or destroyed, becomes seriously damaged or diseased or dies, another tree shall be planted at the same place and that tree shall be of such size and species, and shall be planted at such time, as may be specified in writing by the Director of Transport and Environment.


In this condition `retained trees` means any existing tree on the land adjacent to and surrounding the new access road at the date of the planning permission


Reason: In the interests of visual amenity and to comply with Policies S1 (b) & (f) and EN1, EN2 of the East Sussex and Brighton & Hove Structure Plan 1991-2011 and Policy DS1 of the Wealden Local Plan 2006

3.
Neither the roadway not the access road shall be used at any time by HGV vehicles,except in the event of an emergency. Notification of this emergency shall be provided in writing with 3 days of that event.


Reason: In the interests of pedestrian and vehicular safety within the site in accordance with Policy S1d of the East Sussex and Brighton & Hove Structure Plan 1999-2011

4.
No artificial external lighting, including floodlighting, shall be installed or used in relation to the approved vehicle parking area other than in accordance with details submitted to and approved  in writing by the Director of Transport and Environment


Reason: To protect the visaul amenity of the Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty and to comply with Policies S1 (s), EN2  and EN14 of the East Sussex and Brighton & Hove Structure Plan 1991-2011.
RUPERT CLUBB
Director of Transport & Environment

13 March 2008
Contact Officer: Clare Farrands
Tel. No. 01273 482394
Local Member:   Councillor Kathryn Field
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