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Application details

Ref: P/FUL/2021/01018 Applicant: North Dairy Farm
Solar Park Limited

Case Officer: Rob McDonald

Address: North Dairy Farm Access to North Dairy Farm Pulham Dorset DT2 7EA

Description: Install ground-mounted solar panel photovoltaic solar arrays, substation, inverter
stations, transformer stations, security fencing, gates and CCTV; form vehicular access, internal
access track, landscaping and other ancillary infrastructure

Case Officer comments to Consultee:

Consultee: Helen Lilley, Senior Landscape Architect

Date: 25/03/2022

Has a Pre-application discussion taken place with you?  No

Support

Support subject to condition(s)

Unable to support •

No objection

Request for further information

Other Further primary and secondary mitigation/compensatory
measures are required.

Summary

At 77ha the proposed development would be one of the largest solar PV developments in the

southwest. The site is located in a landscape that is highly sensitive to large scale solar PV

development, and although the proposals now include further mitigation measures, I still do not

consider that these measures would satisfactorily offset the significant adverse landscape and

visual effects that would occur. This would result in a significant change in character of the local

landscape and would also adversely affect the setting of the AONB, most particularly given the

interrelationship between clay/rolling vale character of the local landscape that the site is

located in, and the chalk escarpment landscape of the AONB.

There would also be significant adverse effects on views from Rights of Way to the east of the

site, most especially where these extend across the site to Dungeon Hill Scheduled Ancient

Monument/the AONB to the west.
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For these reasons, I am still not able to support the application as the proposals in their current

form do not comply with the requirements of paragraph 154 or paragraph 170 of the NPPF or

Policies 3 and 4 of the North Dorset Local Plan.

In addition to this, no restoration scheme has been provided so the proposal does not fully

comply with the requirements of Policy 22 of the North Dorset Local Plan.

The adverse effects if the proposal may however be satisfactorily mitigated if the part of the

proposal that is located within the South Blackmore Rolling Vales LCAs is omitted, or if the

further primary and secondary mitigation/compensatory measures suggested by Richard Brown

of the AONB Unit are implemented. I am happy to discuss these options further if required.

NB I note that in some of the submitted documentation the CCTV cameras to be

mounted on 6m high poles whist elsewhere they are to be mounted on max. 2.5-3m high

fence posts. Clarification of this is required.

Site description/context/significance

As previous comments.

Referring to the Tree Officer’s comments, I also see that trees on the site have been TPO’d and

that a number of trees are identified as being either locally notable, potential veteran, or veteran

trees. These trees are important landscape features which add local distinctiveness and value

to the site.

Main issues

As previous comments.

The proposal

• Static solar photovoltaic (PV) panels, ground mounted to a railing sub-structure. Laid 

out in rows with gaps of approximately 2-6m between each, arranged at an angle of 

c.22 degrees from east to west. The lower edge of the panels would be approximately 

0.8m from the ground and up to approximately 2.6m at their higher edge. 

• String combiner boxes for combining multiple strings of solar panels located 

underneath or adjacent to the fixed tilt structures. 

• 33 transformer stations distributed evenly across the solar arrays housed within green 

metal containers. 

• Compacted internal crushed stone tracks (constructed on a sub-layer of geogrid 

membrane within RPAs) to allow vehicular access between fields. 
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• Fencing 2.2m high and gates to enclose the panels within each field and allow sheep to 

graze securely. These comprise of wooden deer fence poles with galvanised fencing. 

Mammal Access Points are located along the fence line. 

• Underground cabling to connect the panels to the proposed substation. 

• A security-fenced enclosed substation compound including a 132kV transformer and 

associated ancillary services which will connect to the existing overhead power line via 

a new pylon, the maximum height of which would be 15m and maximum width 10m. 

• 5.6m x 4.6m consol room, 12.0m x 5.6m customer switch room, 12.2m x 2.4m spares 

container and a 6.1m x 2.4m welfare container, all of which will be 3.2m high.

• A substation access track with a cement based top layer with a geogrid sub-base of 

compacted stone (a statutory requirement of the DNO, SSE).

• 35 year operational life.

• Site area 77ha.

• The total construction period for a site of this size is indicated to be c.5 months, 

including pre-preparation of the site, fencing, assembly, deliveries and installation of 

photovoltaic panels and grid connection.

• A temporary construction compound will be used to store materials and ancillary 

welfare facilities during the construction period. The temporary compound will likely (but 

not limited to) include:

• Welfare facilities

• Staff parking

• Offices

• Canteens

• Stores

• Mitigation planting consisting of 1646m of new native hedgerow field boundaries with 

trees and improved habitats.

• It is intended that at the end of its lifespan, the proposed development is

decommissioned, and the site restored to its current land use.

NB I note that in some of the submitted documentation the CCTV cameras to be mounted on

6m high poles whist elsewhere they are to be mounted on max. 2.5-3m high fence posts.

Clarification of this is required.

Comments on proposal

The following changes have been made to the scheme of mitigation since the planning

application was submitted:

• A series of swales sown with new marshland grassland have been added to the 

periphery of the proposed solar arrays in fields 6, 7, 16 and 17 and adjacent to the 

proposed substation in field 6.

• The solar array arrangement has been marginally reduced and altered, and the 

associated security fence alignment revised, to accommodate the root protection areas 

of trees T3, T8, T34, T42 and T43.
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• The ‘as-walked’ footpath route to the south of fields 10 and 13 and the north of field 11

and the legal, definitive route of footpath N46/20 extending through the south of the site

have both been fully accommodated by the proposed scheme.

• Additional field tree planting in the north-east margins of fields 6 and 7; the southern

corner of fields 4, 6 and 7; the northern corner of fields 9 and 17; and the northern and

southern margins of field 18.

• Additional woodland planting in the north-east corner of field 18 and the southern margin

of field 13.

• The hedgerow along the south-east boundary of field 10 will be maintained at 3 m, with 

further screening provided by an additional double-staggered row of feathered trees.

• The hedgerow along the north-west and south-east boundary of field 4; the north-east 

and north-west boundary of field 17; the southern boundary of field 11; and the south-

east and southwest boundaries of field 12 will be maintained at a minimum height of 3 m 

and reinforced with hedge trees initially planted in clusters of 3 to 5 feathered trees at 5 

m intervals, and thinned when established to leave individual trees at 6 to 8 m centres.

• Additional lengths of hedgerow along the ‘as-walked’ footpath route to the south of fields 

10 and 13 and to the north of fields 11 and 12.

Th original LVIA has been updated to consider the effectiveness of these changes, and to

include:

• Winter photography and additional viewpoints.

• Further detail on the susceptibility/value/sensitivity and effect of the proposal on the 

character of the landscape of the site, its immediate context and the wider setting.

• Consideration of the effect of the proposal on the special qualities and setting of the 

AONB.

The additional planting and hedge management principally address adverse visual effects.

Other changes relate to alignment of the existing footpath, maintenance of RPAs of existing

trees, and enhancement of biodiversity.

Landscape effects

The revised LVIA now includes a more detailed assessment of the susceptibility, value and

sensitivity of the landscape, and ascribes a high to medium score to each. The significance of

the site forming part of the setting of the Dorset AONB has however not been adequately

acknowledged in this assessment. The interrelationship between the AONB landscape and

that of the landscape that the site sits within increases its sensitivity to the type of large scale

development proposed. Richard Brown of the AONB Unit notes that the landscape that the site

sits within ‘possesses a relatively strong visual and perceptual relationship with the designated

area, would experience a number of adverse effects due to the proposed development’.

GLVIA3 acknowledges that ‘there can be complex inter-relationships between the value

attached to landscape receptors and their susceptibility to change which are especially

important when considering change within or close to designated landscapes’ (5.46). I conclude

that Blackmore Vale forms an intrinsic part of the setting of the AONB, and key characteristics

and qualities of the landscape are susceptible to change of the type proposed because of this.
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I also note an inconsistency in the application of factors relating to value, with some being

applied to the site only and others to the site and immediate or local context. It is necessary

however to look at the wider landscape that the site sits within when considering the value of

the site (ref. Appeal APP/Z1510/W/16/3160474 West Street, Coggeshall, July 2017).

The semi-natural landscape of the site and its setting contains few detracting elements. (NB I

disagree with the statement under para 142 of the LVIA that there is a ‘utilitarian aspect to the

local landscape’. The agricultural barns that are referenced are a common and not incongruous

feature in farmed landscapes throughout the county, and the HV overhead lines and pylons are

of a smaller type than generally found elsewhere. The electrical substation and small solar

array referred to are approximately 2.77 and 1.00 km from the site and have no

interrelationship with the site.) This sensitive landscape will be clothed in solar panels on an

industrial scale, along with CCTV cameras on 6m high poles, a substation and ancillary

buildings, security fencing, access tracks etc. Although the installation is described as being

temporary and reversible, it will be in place for 35 years, which is almost half a lifetime for most

people. Solar panels are also engineered products that have an industrial appearance. They

are not, inherently, products that fit into a countryside environment. 35 years is also a long

period of time in planning terms, and in the Tithe Barn Lane Appeal the inspector gave little

weight to the reversibility the scheme which in that case was to be removed after 25 years

(APP/D2320/A/14/2222025 Land at Tithe Barn Lane, Heapey, Chorley, Lancashire)

 

As a result, I stand by the conclusion that I came to in my previous comments (04 June 2021)

that the susceptibility, value and therefore sensitivity of the landscape that the site sits within is

high. The significant adverse impacts on landscape character that I identified remain the same

because the scale and extent of the proposals in this highly sensitive landscape has not

substantially altered. The improvements to the management and structure of the landscape of

the site will be outweighed by the harm to the character, tranquillity and naturalness of the site,

its immediate context, and the wider verdant and intensely pastoral setting of the Blackmore

Vale and the setting of the AONB.

Visual effects

The revised LVIA contains a number of additional viewpoints and new/revised visualisations.

These provide an indication of the visual effects of the proposal when viewed from the most

sensitive visual receptors within the surrounding countryside, and the efficacy of the mitigation

planting. (NB I have the same reservations as Richard Brown in regard to the rendering of the

proposal in some of the photomontages, but they give a good representation of residual visual

effects overall).

Outside of the AONB, the proposal will be particularly impactful in views towards the AONB

from footpath N46/20 which runs through the southern section of the site, and from  Pleck Hill,

e.g. footpath N41/10. From these locations the  development will intervene in views towards the

AONB where  the escarpment forms a backdrop and landmark to the area, and the panels,

CCTV cameras, substation and ancillary buildings/structures will represent significant

detractors of an industrial appearance in a landscape which is currently tranquil and unified.

The LVIA indicates that where footpath N46/20 crosses through the site the proposals will be

clearly evident and dominate the views, but states that these are not ‘fine and valued views as
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is the case of views from the AONB'. As a result it reports that the likely to result in moderately

high, adverse effects. I consider however that because the proposal will form a key element in

the foreground of these views, it will harm the important characteristics of the landscape

highlighted in bold text above (key characteristics of the Blackmore Vale and South Blackmore

Rolling Vales LCAs as identified in the North Dorset Landscape Character Assessment). I think

that the proposal will represent a significant part of immediate foreground in views towards the

AONB. I do not agree therefore with the conclusion drawn in the LVIA that the adverse effects

will be only moderately high. I agree with Richard Brown that these effects will be high and

adverse, and are therefore significant in EIA terms.

From Hammond Street Farm, Fir Tree Farm, Muston Farm, Wonston and part of footpath

N46/21, the topography of the landscape provides a vantage point overlooking the site. In these

views, the substation and the PV panels in fields 6 and 7 will be apparent and clearly visible.

According to the LVIA’s judgement a ‘significant’ post construction effect will be reduced to a

moderate and therefore ‘not significant’ effect in the longer term. Although the proposal will be

further from the visual receptors here, I again cannot agree with this conclusion because the

taller structures associated with the substation, including the 10m wide x 15m high pylon will be

visible in these views (NB not shown in visualisations). The proposal will form a key element in

the middle distance of these views towards the AONB and heritage assets at Duntish Court

(undesignated)/Dungeon Hill Iron Age Hillfort (Scheduled Ancient Monument), and again harm

important characteristics of the Blackmore Vale and South Blackmore Rolling Vales LCAs.

From the AONB, the solar farm as a whole will be an incongruous and detracting element in

panoramic views across the Vale that form an intrinsic part of the character of the North

Dorset Chalk Escarpment. In addition to this, and as noted in para 9.4 of the Landscape

Sensitivity to Wind and Solar Energy Development in North Dorset District (LUC 2014) the

small scale of land cover pattern elevates sensitivity of the Blackmore Vale to larger

developments. The sheer scale of this proposal compounds this issue further. Richard Brown

however comments in detail on the impact of the proposal on views from the AONB, so I will

not comment further here other than to again say that I agree with the conclusions that he

draws.

Mitigation

The changes to the scheme of mitigation outlined at the beginning of these comments are

intended to further reduce the overall impact of the development. However, I still consider that

these measures will be only partly effective in reducing the visual impact of the proposals from

local visual receptors. This is clearly evidenced by the visualisations even though they have

been updated to include these enhanced mitigation measures. In the updated visualisations

produced for viewpoints 2, 6, 8 and 17, visual effects will still be moderate to substantial even

after 15 years as the trees will not have reached maturity by this stage. Also, as indicated

above, where footpath N46/20 crosses through the site, the proposals will be clearly evident

and dominate views towards the AONB. As I suggested in my previous comments, a strong

awareness of the development will remain due to its close proximity, and to the uncharacteristic

‘industrial’ scale and utilitarian form of its component parts.
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Improvements to the structure and management of the existing vegetation, and enhancements

to support biodiversity will be achieved, but I am still not of the opinion that the resulting

improvements will be sufficient to offset the significant residual adverse visual effects that will

be observed. In addition to this, the strong intact nature of the landscape and topography and

the proposed mitigation measures will not be as effective from elevated locations where the

interior of the site comes into view, such as from the chalk escarpment landscape of the AONB.

As such I strongly endorse Richard Brown’s recommendations in regard to additional primary

and secondary mitigation measures, which include:

• Amending the layout in fields 6 & 7 and the excluding fields 10 & 13.

• Restoring lost fields and hedgerows seen on historic OS maps (1888-1913).

• Increasing the width of the proposed tree belt.

• Revisiting the design and location of tracks and other built features.

• Consideration of compensatory funding.

In my previous comments I indicated that the whole of the southern part of the PV array should 

be omitted in order to reduce the adverse landscape effects to a level that may be considered 

acceptable. I am however willing to negotiate over this if the condition of the landscape is 

improved by reinstating lost fields and hedgerows, and the primary measures (of amending the 

layout of fields 6 and 7, and excluding) and remaining secondary measures listed above are 

considered.

Policy consideration

As previous comments.

Officer: Helen Lilley

Job Title: Senior Landscape Architect

Date: 25/03/2022
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APPENDIX:
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