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Dear Mr Cutler
Application Ref
16/00071/SO
Location
OS Parcel 2200, Land Adjoining Oxford Road and North of Promised Land Farm, Oxford Road, Bicester
Proposal
Screening Opinion – Proposed development of a 150 bedroom hotel and 16,722 sq m floorspace of Class B1 development on land described as Phases 1A and 1B of allocated Bicester 10 site
I write following receipt of your letter dated 19th August 2016 which represented a formal request for the Local Planning Authority to adopt a Screening Opinion under Regulation 5 of the Town and Country Planning (Environmental Impact Assessment) Regulations 2011 (as amended), as to whether the proposals described in your letter are required to be subject to Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA). This letter constitutes the formal Screening Opinion of the Local Planning Authority for the proposed development under Regulation 5 of the Town and Country Planning (Environmental Impact Assessment) Regulations 2011 (as amended).
Summary of Determination
The Local Planning Authority considers that the proposal constitutes a Schedule 2 development as defined in the EIA Regulations 2011 (as amended) by virtue of the proposed development being an Infrastructure Project falling within the definitions set out in paragraphs 10(a) and 10(b) of Column 1 in the table to Schedule 2. As the proposed hotel is described as an ancillary feature of the wider proposed business development it is considered generally appropriate to consider the proposed development as principally falling within the ambit of paragraph 10(a) of Schedule 2 and therefore as an industrial estate development project.  Furthermore, the proposals are of a size that exceeds the relevant threshold for an industrial estate development project as set out in Column 2 of the table in Schedule 2. As a result the proposals can potentially amount to EIA development where they are considered likely to have significant environmental effects by virtue of factors such as their nature, size or location having regard to the criteria set out in Schedule 3 to the EIA Regulations 2011 (as amended). Having considered the likely environmental effects of the proposals against the criteria set out in Schedule 3 to the EIA Regulations 2011 (as amended) and associated Government guidance in the Planning Practice Guidance (PPG), the Local Planning Authority considers that the proposals by themselves are unlikely to have significant effects on the environment. The cumulative impact of development across the whole of the allocated Bicester 10 site could however give rise to significant environmental effects in due course. However, given that the proposals are their own discrete development project that could genuinely proceed in isolation of the remainder of development on Bicester 10, it is considered reasonable not to require full consideration of the cumulative impact of future development on Bicester 10 at this stage. The cumulative environmental effects of the proposed development together with other committed development in the surrounding area are not likely to be significantly affected by the development proposed though the cumulative effects could become more significant as part of any further development on Bicester 10. The Council has therefore concluded at this stage the proposed development does not amount to EIA development and so consequently a planning application does not need to be accompanied by an Environmental Statement (ES). 
Reasons for Determination

The site is greenfield and is currently uncultivated grassland that is split in two by a newly formed spur from a roundabout on the A41 (Oxford Road). Land to the south (designated as Phase 1b) is the larger of the two parts to the site though overall they form a section of a larger area allocated for Class B1 office/light industrial development as Bicester 10 through the Cherwell Local Plan 2011-2031 Part 1. The environmental implications of the strategy contained within this development plan document will have already been considered as part of the associated Sustainability Appraisal (SA) though this does not address the specific environmental effects of any detailed proposals on allocated sites as part of individual planning applications. As a result, the allocation of a site for development in the Local Plan is not of relevance to the consideration of whether individual development proposals amount to EIA development. 
The land proposed for development (Phases 1a and 1b) appears to be less affected by known environmental constraints than the larger eastern section (Phase 2) of the allocated site. Whilst the proposed development site is greenfield and part of the wider countryside, it is flat and only along its edges and within its corners does it feature areas of vegetation. Whilst part of the countryside, it is not of intrinsic landscape value either in itself nor does it contribute towards a nationally or locally designated (or undesignated) area of landscape importance. Consequently, whilst the proposals would amount to urbanisation of the countryside, the impact on the wider landscape is not significant. Immediate impact on local landscape character as a result of the proposed development may be more significant given the likely substantial effect on the rural character of Wendlebury Road and its contribution towards the transition from the urbanisation of Bicester to the countryside beyond. However, the area affected is relatively small and of only very localised impact. Consequently the Council is satisfied that the landscape effects of the proposals would not be significant and so do not need to be addressed through EIA. The landscape impact associated with development across the whole of Bicester 10 may however be more significant and the cumulative effects would need to be considered as part of any development proposals on Phase 2. 
There does not appear to be any habitat within the site of particular ecological value and whilst protected and priority reptile species  have been reported within the site, there is no suggestion that the proposals would have a significant adverse impact upon them subject to inclusion of straightforward and commonly used mitigation measures as part of the proposed development. There are no other reports of protected or priority species on the land. It is recognised however that land to the east (Phase 2) includes a former County Wildlife Site and borders a Local Wildlife Site. Development on Phase 2 may therefore have more significant ecological implications. However, in isolation the proposed development is not thought to result in significant ecological impacts (being no more than modest local impact) and so this issue would not require assessment through EIA. 

The proposed development site is separated by a substantial distance from above ground designated and non-designated heritage assets and for this reason is unlikely to have any material impact on them either directly or on their setting. A Scheduled Monument lies to the south (the remains of the former Roman settlement of Alchester) and there is the potential for some archaeological deposits of interest to be located below ground on the site. However, Phase 1a and 1b are located further away from the Scheduled Monument than Phase 2 and the probability of significant deposits is relatively low given that recent major highway works to the A41 (as part of other development associated with allocated Bicester 3) uncovered little of significance in the areas around Phases 1a and 1b. Furthermore, there is no suggestion that any deposits could not be properly preserved as part of development proposals through avoidance or mitigation following intrusive evaluations as part of a planning application. Whilst the proposals have the potential to impact upon the setting of the Scheduled Monument, the site is already naturally well contained by soft landscaping and so development within the site is unlikely to have an appreciable visual impact on its setting. Proposals on Phase 2 may well have the potential for greater impact on the Scheduled Monument but in isolation the proposals are unlikely to have a significant effect on historic and cultural features of importance and so would not merit assessment as part of an EIA. 

Development on the wider allocated Bicester 10 site (Phase 2) is likely to have implications for flood risk both within the site and elsewhere. However, there is no suggestion that the proposed development site is at risk of flooding from any sources. As a result, the proposals are unlikely to have any significant effect on existing populations and property through increased risk of flooding and so as an isolated proposal it would not be necessary to address any impact in this respect through EIA. 

The proposals also have the potential to have impacts on the soil environment through development of greenfield land which would remove it from agricultural productivity. The area of land involved however in these proposals is relatively small however at just over 5ha and so in the context of the surrounding amount of similar or higher quality farmland it would not be significant. The cumulative impact on soil quality resulting from development across the whole of Bicester 10 is however potentially more significant and may necessitate assessment as part of an EIA for Phase 2. There is also no suggestion that the site suffers from high levels of naturally occurring hazardous substances or contamination resulting from previous land uses that would warrant detailed assessment as part of an EIA. 
The proposals may give rise to limited social impacts on the local population though it is unlikely that the effect on existing public infrastructure such as education, recreation, health and community services from this type of commercial development would be significant. The proposals would however potentially have socio-economic impacts in terms of job creation both during construction and once operational though again this would be comparatively modest with only local impact though the cumulative impact of development on the wider Bicester 10 site would be more significant. Adverse economic impacts could occur in terms of the potential attractiveness and vitality of Bicester town centre through the provision of a hotel on the site though it could also increase tourist and business visitors to the area. Employment development on the edge of the town could affect the desirability of uptake of office space within or closer to the town though once again these are unlikely to be significant in themselves with only limited local impact due to the scale and nature of the development. Development across Bicester 10 is likely to be more significant in this respect and this matter could need to be addressed as part of an EIA relating to Phase 2. 
There are no residential properties nearby and so any increase in noise arising from the proposed development is not likely to be problematic for these sensitive receptors. For similar reasons, emissions from increased vehicular traffic and new commercial development is unlikely to be harmful to air quality given that no heavy industrial development is proposed together with the separation distances involved. The proposals could have a longer-term impact on the nearby chicken farm if smells emanating from this facility adversely affect the amenity of users of the hotel and office development and thus put pressure on its future operations. However, the proposed new uses are not such sensitive receptors and in any event this is a limited highly local impact in EIA terms and not of wider environmental significance such that it does not warrant consideration as part of an EIA. 
Traffic movements on the local road network will increase as a result of the proposed development. The vehicular traffic would be both by car as well as heavier vehicles for deliveries, collections and servicing. Whilst there are obvious opportunities for accessibility through other more sustainable modes of transport which could be secured as part of a planning application, use of motor vehicles will almost certainly dominate with associated environmental implications and in comparison to the existing use of the site the increase will be significant. However, having regard to the site’s location along the busy A41 and in a planned expansion area for Bicester, the consequence of the additional traffic generated by this proposed development alone would not be significant in EIA terms as it would be more comfortably absorbed into the transport network. The Council is therefore satisfied that the environmental effects associated with the transport impacts of the proposed development in isolation do not warrant detailed assessment through EIA. 
Schedule 3 to the EIA Regulations 2011 (as amended) makes it clear that the potential environmental impacts of a proposed development need to be considered cumulatively with other relevant committed development in the surrounding area. This includes those with planning permission and developments expected on sites allocated in the development plan. In this respect the PPG states in paragraph ID: 4-024-20140306 that “local planning authorities should always have regard to the possible cumulative effects arising from any existing or approved development. There could also be circumstances where two or more applications for development should be considered together….. where the overall combined environmental impact of the proposals might be greater or have different effects than the sum of their separate parts”. Furthermore, paragraph ID: 4-025-20140306 states that “an application should not be considered in isolation if, in reality, it is an integral part of a more substantial development (Judgment in the case of R v Swale BC ex parte RSPB [1991] 1PLR 6). In such cases, the need for Environmental Impact Assessment must be considered in the context of the whole development. In other cases, it is appropriate to establish whether each of the proposed developments could proceed independently (Candlish [2005] EWHC 1539; Baker [2009] EWHC 595)”.
The Annex to the PPG sets out indicative thresholds as guidance to assist in determining when a proposed development would be likely to result in significant environmental effects such that it potentially amounts to EIA development. In this respect it regards industrial estate development projects such as that proposed as being more likely to constitute EIA development where it involves the development of more than 20 hectares of land. The proposed development is for significantly less than that on land that is not in itself or in a location that is especially sensitive in environmental terms. However, development across the whole of the allocated Bicester 10 site would exceed 20 hectares and cumulatively may well need to be subject to EIA. 
Bicester 10 is a committed development given that it is allocated within the Development Plan and so can reasonably be expected to come forward for development within the short-medium term. Whilst in isolation the proposed development may not be likely to have significant environmental effects, the proposals represent part of the committed development on Bicester 10 and the above extract from guidance in the PPG is relevant. 
The area of Bicester 10 indicated as Phase 2 is likely to more environmentally sensitive than the land currently proposed for development for Phases 1a and 1b. However, with the exception of transport impacts, development on Phases 1a and 1b is unlikely to be directly relevant to many of the environmental sensitivities associated with development as part of Phase 2. The current development site is not at risk of flooding nor will it be likely to materially affect the nearby Bicester Wetland Reserve or Promised Land Farm Meadows District Wildlife Site. It is also further from the Alchester Roman Town Scheduled Monument. For these reasons the cumulative impact on these aspects of the environment through Phase 2 is not likely to be particularly affected by the proposed development. Furthermore, given the intervening Wendlebury Road that separates Phases 1a and 1b from Phase 2 of Bicester 10, it is reasonable to conclude that the proposed development could reasonably proceed independently and is therefore its own genuine development project. Consequently, whilst development on the whole of the allocated Bicester 10 site would have potentially significant environmental effects, these are generally not considered to be caused by the proposed development itself and it is more appropriate for these effects to be considered as part of any proposals on Phase 2 given that the vast majority of the environmental impacts would occur at this stage. 
As part of considering the cumulative impact it is also necessary to consider the combination of potential environmental effects associated with expected development on the nearby allocated Bicester 3 and 4 sites. However, the cumulative impact of this proposed development as part of the potential wider impact is unlikely to be significant without development on the rest of Bicester 10 and it is at that stage (when the majority of development is proposed to take place on the Bicester 10 site) that the cumulative environmental effects would be more likely to be significant enough to require assessment through EIA.  
Consequently the Local Planning Authority considers that by virtue of the scale, nature and location of the proposed development it would not be likely to have a significant effect on the environment. Whilst cumulatively with future development likely to be come forward as part of Phase 2 the proposals could give rise to significant environmental effects it is not considered necessary for this potential impact to be addressed as part of an EIA at this stage. In reaching this opinion the Local Planning Authority has considered the factors above, the criteria in Schedule 3 to the EIA Regulations 2011 (as amended) and guidance in the PPG together with the indicative thresholds and criteria set out in the Annex to the PPG. 
This opinion has been made by an appropriately authorised officer at the Local Planning Authority.  In accordance with the EIA Regulations 2011 (as amended) and a copy of this screening opinion has been placed on the Planning Register.
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