Our Ref: JJN/tg

1 March 2013

The Planning Department

Cherwell District Council 

2013 Bodicote House

Bodicote

Banbury    

OX15 4AA

Dear Sir

Grange Farm, Swalcliffe

12/01588 - On Farm Anaerobic Digestion Facility

Introduction

We write on behalf of Mr and Mrs Boycott who live at Swalcliffe House, Grange Lane, Swalcliffe. Swalcliffe House is located on Grange Lane, a narrow gated road with a weight limit of 7.5 tonnes which provides one of the accesses to Grange Farm and the proposed anaerobic digester. It is also the access to The Old Grange and Folly Farm.

We recognise we are well behind other European countries (mainly as a result of lack of subsidies) with regard to development of anaerobic digestion plants. In the context of this application we do have major concerns:

· as the site exceeds 500 square metres it potentially requires an Environmental Impact Assessment;

· as your highway and transport officer comments the information as to how this plant is to be kept “topped up” all year round is not explained. The harvest covers five months in the summer. Where is the material coming from for the other seven months? 

· the implications of storage of both raw matter and heat have not been addressed.  The viability of an anaerobic digester depends to a very large extent on the profitable use of the heat. Drying the digestate does not answer this point; 

· there is consequential development (the dryer) which is not addressed in the application (paragraph 1.04 of the Design and Access Statement).

Traffic Generation
We note there is currently a traffic counter on Grange Lane which is located so that it fails to take account of traffic from Folly Farm, Swalcliffe House, The Old Grange and the livery yard.

The Design and Access Statement at paragraph 1.08 states:

 “it (the digester) is designed to be a continuous process”. 

The document then refers at paragraph 2.02 to:

 “Grange Farm also has close working links with the neighbouring farm. It is intended that cattle manure will be delivered from Hill farm to serve the proposed AD process” and at 2.03 “the balance of maize required for the AD plant will be sourced under contract form adjacent farms”

The identity of the ‘adjacent farms’ is not explained.

and in paragraph 6.07:

“we are advised by our client that movements will predominantly take place without the need for tractors to pass through Swalcliffe”. 

This leaves the unanswered question of where they are “passing through”?  

The 40 week construction phase will create use of the highway network by large vehicles. This is explained in the Transport Statement and will include 10 shipping containers and a 50 tonne crane as well as bulk delivery of materials. The conclusion of that document states:

“it is impossible to identify precise transportation routes at this stage but inevitably both cars and HGVs will pass through the village of Swalcliffe” and that during the period of concrete or tarmac pouring “2-3 vehicles per hour could be expected for 3-4 days”.

This is highly unsatisfactory.

Use of Grange Lane

Grange Lane is a narrow single track gated road.  It serves Swalcliffe House, The Old Grange, Folly Farm, Grange Farm and two livery yards.  Part of the farm is used as an equestrian competition centre which generates a significant level of heavy traffic.  The Transport Statement (unfortunately unpaginated and with no paragraph numbers) does not factor this in.  We are also deeply sceptical about the number quoted of existing tractor movements using the highway.  The second page of the report talks about:

 “All the tractor and trailer movements on the whole site utilise farm tracks or via Grange Lane which dissects the farm”.  

The third page states:

“However the majority of these movements will be over farm tracks and the only section of road that will be utilised is Grange Lane”

 and again on page 5.  The level of use of the lane is conveniently obfuscated and this is clearly a great concern to Mr and Mrs Boycott who already put up with a significant level of transport movements relating to the equestrian use.
Supply of Material
The background section of the Transport Statement refers to the farming operation and identifies: 

· 290 hectares of arable land;

· 30 hectares of grass; and

· 143 hectares of land on contract (this is a different arrangement to a tenancy).

The Design and Access Statement contradicts this and at 2.02 refers to: 

· 330 hectares owned;

· 30 hectares rented; and

· 143 on contract.

There is a discrepancy of 40 hectares between these two statements.

The anaerobic digester plant will utilise produce from 236 hectares which accounts for the majority of the owned land. The digester will need to be kept going all year round and as the crop harvest is seasonal it begs the question as to what fuel will be imported from elsewhere to keep the system running. This point is not addressed and is of considerable concern.

The application does not include either a business or farm plan so it remains unclear as to how this is a “farm diversification” project (paragraph 8.01 of the Design and Access Statement).

As the development is located on a slope in an Area of Landscape Value then surely a Visual Impact Assessment and mitigation should form part of the application?  

There is a concern about ground water contamination (5.03 of the Design and Access Statement) and if the material to supply the digester is left to stand there is run off (mentioned at paragraph 5.06) but it is unclear how this drainage system will work in practice.

In addition, this application is largely driven by Government Subsidy. If the rules change then there will be a large and bulky development in the countryside to no purpose. It is assumed that if the planning authority is minded to grant this application it will impose a condition to ensure removal of the apparatus if its use ceases.

At a more philosophical level when we are short of food is it really desirable that such large quantities of livestock feed or other grain is used to generate fuel at such a low level of efficiency (25-40 per cent). The harvest last year, the difficulty of sowing winter crops and now a potentially very wet spring are cause to question the point.

Yours faithfully

Judith Norris BSc MSc FRICS IHBC

