The Friends Response  - Draft Supplementary Planning Guidance ‘Renewable Energy’
Introduction and Background

We have not commented on the separate Conservation Area Proposals believing that the detailed local knowledge and expertise of community and town councils will enable these organisations to pass more qualified responses to them. However, we welcome the opportunity to comment on Renewable Energy throughout the Park.  
First, the Friends applaud the production of an extremely detailed report which zones the whole of the Park into areas of landscape sensitivity according to different types of renewable technology and different scales of development. Each zone contains a significant amount of useful information on the ‘pros’ & ‘cons’ of all types of renewable energy systems and their perceived impact by scale on each zone. At this point, however, the Friends wish to flag up that they have reservations about some of the report’s conclusions in the case of wind turbines, as set out later in this response.
Secondly, within the Renewable Energy Assessment, we have tended to focus our attention on wind turbines since the size and scale of activity is (for the immediate future) likely to have the most serious detrimental impact on the special qualities of the landscape within the National Park. 
Our comments should be seen in the context that the policy of the Friends is that we do not become involved or intervene with individual planning applications unless it is considered that they have significant wider implications in relation to the National Park Authority’s two statutory purposes, as set out in the Environment Act 1995. 

As always, we stress, however useful is the information provided whether it be on landscape sensitivity or otherwise, ultimately it is the characteristics of the particular site that should be uppermost with the Sandford principle always coming into play, if necessary, as a last resort.

With regard to wind turbines, historically, the Friends have generally supported the principle of individual, small scale, isolated, ‘one-off’ turbines that are appropriate in relation to the sensitivity of location.  We have not supported medium or large scale wind turbines or ‘wind farms’ of any scale within the Park or located outside of the boundaries of the Park but which have an impact upon it.

We recognise that the debate over the ‘pros’ and ‘cons’ of wind turbines is still producing emotive and polarised views with the lobby that is sceptical as to the benefits being as strong as ever, if not more so, as new technology evolves.  Apart from the visual and noise implications, many question the real financial advantage after support has been removed. They also question whether too much emphasis is being placed on wind generation that could lead to serious difficulties in a bitterly cold winter with sub-zero temperatures, such as the last one experienced in Pembrokeshire, where for weeks on end the wind speed was virtually non-existent. 

In addition, there is escalating concern on the impact of wind farms on the exceptional landscape value of the country’s more rural areas where it has also become evident of the need to reinforce electricity grid connections which are in turn threatening the beauty and attractiveness of a number of parts of rural Wales.

This debate further intensified when recently the Welsh Government recognised the dangers to rural life of exceeding the TAN 8 indicative capacity figures for large scale wind energy developments and urged the UK Government to take account of this when finalising its Renewable Energy National Policy Statement.   The First Minister stated that in a number of Strategic Search Areas “developer interest has now greatly exceeded those indicative figures. The Welsh Government believes this level of development is unacceptable in view of its wider impacts on the local area.”  

We would go further than this, in supporting CNP’s view that TAN 8 is revised “so that it pays greater regard to the setting of protected landscapes.  This is because at present some of the Strategic Search Areas abut National Park boundaries and this is leading to proposals that are in direct conflict with conservation of the landscape in these areas.”

On the other hand, we also recognise that climate change is ever increasing the need to utilise further renewable sources of energy and that local authorities are under pressure to see the planning system play its part in contributing to the UK Climate Change Programme.   
Comments and Views

Large and Medium Scale Wind Turbines

It is noted that, based on the Landscape Sensitivity Study, all Landscape Character Areas within the National Park with the possible exception of some of the land that lies on the edge of the prominent Milford Haven oil refinery are highly sensitive to large scale and medium scale wind turbines (25m and over on height). It is also noted that there is a view being put forward that one or more medium to large-scale turbines (66m – 125m) located with very careful siting, might be used here in specific locations to provide a renewable energy ‘screen’ to the highly visible petroleum industry on the edge of this part of the National Park.  
As already mentioned above, the Friends support the CNP’s call to review TAN 8 and the suggestion in the plan highlights the need for this review. The Friends are certainly not attracted by the concept of a renewable energy screen of wind turbines within or in close proximity to a National Park and strongly oppose anything that is likely to dilute the Sandford principle. Two wrongs don’t make a right! 

There are much more exciting forms of technology under development, such as tidal energy, which we believe would be far more appropriate for a Coastal National Park.  Indeed, such technology has none of the audio/visual disadvantages associated with wind turbines and is likely to prove to be more efficient, cheaper to install and virtually invisible.  Indeed we made this point strongly to the County Council very recently when we urged them to defer the application for gigantic intrusive wind turbines at Wear Point.

Small Scale Wind Turbines

The Friends note that “Depending on the exact location within the Park, the landscape sensitivity study, reflects moderate to high sensitivity” for small scale wind turbines which require lower wind speeds at lower heights.  Because of this, the study further suggests that such turbines “offer considerable potential for renewable energy generation providing their location and appearance, either individually or cumulatively, does not detract from the landscape and special qualities of the National Park.” In this context, small scale turbines are defined as single or small clusters of turbines (2 to 3), each of 25 metres or less in height. 
Whilst it has already been stated that the Friends have generally supported the principle of individual, small scale, ‘one-off’, isolated turbines that are appropriate in relation to the sensitivity of location, we have serious concerns about the implications of “clusters” and the consequential cumulative effects.  Whilst the plan suggests that a “key concern will be to ensure that the sequential development of small-scale turbines does not have a cumulative impact on the landscape of the National Park”, we also note that it highlights the concept that farmers may be encouraged to become involved in wind crofting of up to 5 small scale turbines. 

A simple trawl of the internet highlights a number of companies that are trying to encourage farmers to “lease a plot” of land to them with significant “money earning opportunities”.  Typically, one company states that it will bear the entire cost and highlights that “Planning large scale wind farms can be expensive and time consuming…..we simplify this by using small scale turbines and apply the same financial model as larger wind farms.”  They also look after all the planning requirements. Such incentives, we believe, could encourage a number of neighbouring landowners (one by one) to enter into a ‘group’ arrangement.
Not surprisingly, the Friends are very unhappy at the possibility of any expansion of  the policy of small scale, ‘one-off’, isolated wind turbines within or close to the boundaries of the  Park, let alone clusters of  two or three which we consider would be the ‘thin end of the wedge’.    

Indeed, we retain a concern that even our existing stance could lead to difficulties in preventing sequential development of ‘isolated’, one-off, small-scale turbines so that when viewed from further afield they cease to be isolated and create a cumulative detrimental impact on the landscape of the Park.  In this respect we place great faith in the NPA to ensure that in each and every case, approval is appropriate in relation to the sensitivity of location and that the Sandford principle is strictly adhered to.

Furthermore, we have significant concerns over the zoning of some of the coastal locations, questioning whether it really is appropriate for virtually all of the coast of Britain’s only truly coastal National Park to be designated “moderate to high sensitivity” for small scale turbines.  The Friends are of the opinion that, since the Pembrokeshire Coast National Park is the only Park where National Park status has been conferred because of the coastline, they would have expected 'high sensitivity' to apply to the vast majority of it, not the other way around.  
We consider it somewhat ludicrous, for example, that the iconic site of Strumble Head is not even regarded as “Highly Sensitive” and this, a site where the undergrounding of cables was only recently completed at the expense of a million pounds. We question whether, had the development of small-scale wind turbines taken place first, the energy company involved would have incurred this expense at all.  We strongly urge, therefore, that all of the coastal zones are re-visited in order to re-designate the vast majority of them more appropriately.
Finally, we wish to make it very clear that our position with regard to protected landscape areas is no different for protected coastal and marine areas. We also stress that where any proposals entail new or strengthened grid infrastructures, including new transmission lines, within or close to a National Park, every effort should be made to underground cables wherever possible. If this is not feasible then there should be a strong presumption against the development in the same way as a housing development may be prevented because the sewerage system would be inadequate.
Summary

The Friends fully understand and appreciate the additional pressures that are being placed on Governments across the world to address climate change. Equally, we have a responsibility to protect, conserve and enhance our National Parks for the benefit of future generations and we believe the Friend’s position on wind turbines reflects an appropriate stance in this respect, providing it is strictly adhered to in the way we advocate. 

As stated, with the advances of technology in other areas of renewable energy (particularly tidal energy), we believe that any extra demands on meeting renewable targets within our National Parks should be focused on developing those technologies that are not going to have a detrimental impact on protected landscapes and seascapes.
As always we trust our comments will be seen as helpful and are taken on board in your final deliberations. 
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Peter Heard

Chairman

Friends of Pembrokeshire National Park
4 July 2011
