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07 February 2018
Dear Sirs
Location
Land North and Adjoining Home Farm, Banbury Road B4100, Caversfield
Proposal
Screening Opinion – Small scale residential development of 75 residential units with a range of unit mixes
I write with regard to the above application, received on 17 January 2018, which represents a formal request for a Screening Opinion under Regulation 6 of the Town and Country Planning (Environmental Impact Assessment) Regulations 2017, as to whether the proposal set out in your submission requires an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA). This letter constitutes a Screening Opinion of the Local Planning Authority of the proposed development under Regulation 6 of the Town and Country Planning (Environmental Impact Assessment) Regulations 2017.

Summary of Determination

The Local Planning Authority considers that the proposal represents an ‘Urban Development Project’ that falls within Schedule 2, section 10(b) of the Regulations. The site area would exceed the applicable threshold in column 2 of Schedule 2 but the development is not within a sensitive area. For the development to be considered an EIA development, it would be likely to have significant effects on the environment by virtue of factors such as its nature, size or location. In determining whether the proposals are likely to constitute EIA development, regard has been had to the criteria set out in Schedule 3 of the EIA Regulations 2017. Government guidance relating to EIA as set out in the Planning Practice Guidance (PPG) is also material and has been taken into account. The Local Planning Authority considers that the proposal, in combination with other development at NW Bicester is likely to have significant environmental effects for the purposes of the EIA Regulations when the cumulative impact of this development is considered in the context of other significant development surrounding the site and that the proposal is therefore EIA Development. An Environmental Statement is required to be submitted with a future application for the reasons set out below.
Reasons for Determination

The site covers an area of approximately 5.3ha and is positioned to the North West of Bicester. Policy Bicester 1 of the adopted Cherwell Local Plan allocates a 390ha site to the North West of Bicester for a mixed use development of up to 6000 homes, employment uses and infrastructure. The current site sits within the extent of the land covered by Policy Bicester 1 and the residential units proposed form part of the allocation. The land itself is not within a sensitive area as defined by the Town and Country Planning (Environmental Impact Assessment) Regulations 2017 but it has a number of site constraints including that there are heritage assets within proximity (including potential for archaeology), part of the site sits within flood zones 2/3, it has some potential to be contaminated and protected/ notable species have been recorded within proximity of the site.  
When viewed alone, the development would be a relatively small proposal for up to 75 dwellings on agricultural land surrounded by field hedgerows. This scale of development would have landscape and visual impacts, the potential for impacts upon the setting of nearby heritage assets and would lead to an increase in traffic which may affect air quality. There would also be subsequent impacts upon existing biodiversity present on site. However based on the scale of the development and the fact that the site is not within an overly sensitive area, the proposal on its own merits would be unlikely to have significant impacts beyond localised impacts that would result in the development being considered EIA development. 
Whilst this screening opinion has been made for the land and development proposed, it is a part of the land allocated for development at North West Bicester and must be viewed in that context. The development cannot be considered standalone or self-contained given it is reliant on adjoining development for access and essential facilities. Additionally, the Cherwell Local Plan 2011-2031 allocates a number of large strategic development sites at Bicester providing for housing (in the order of 10,000 units) and employment which will see significant development at Bicester during the Plan period. As such, Schedule 3 makes it clear that the size of the proposed development and its consequent potential impact needs to be considered cumulatively with other development. In this respect the PPG states in 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”.
The Annex to the PPG sets out indicative thresholds as guidance for when a proposed development would be likely to result in significant environmental effects such that it amounts to EIA development. In this respect it regards this as developments having a significant urbanising effect in a previously non-urbanised area and includes developments of over 1000 dwellings. These thresholds are indicative only as the specifics of the proposed development as well as site circumstances may make significant environmental effects either more or less likely. While the characteristics of the development (the construction of up to 75 dwellings and associated infrastructure and open space) on its own does not exceed the 1000 dwelling threshold, the development must be considered cumulatively with other development. An application should not be considered in isolation if, in reality it is an integral part of a more substantial development. 
The site covers a relatively small proportion of the site allocated by Policy Bicester 1; however it would sit amongst and be part of other proposed large scale development to the North West of Bicester. Cumulatively development at North West Bicester would exceed the indicative threshold of 1000 units given the total number of dwellings to be provided as well as other development which includes community and social infrastructure, road infrastructure and employment floor space. The land is currently agricultural and given the scale of development at North West Bicester, each application has been concluded to represent EIA development due to the significant urbanisation in this area of Bicester and the likely significant impacts including increases in traffic which may affect air quality, impacts during the construction phases (projected to last over 20 years), ecological impacts and impacts upon the landscape to the North West of Bicester. The extent of the impact as well as the duration, frequency and permanent result of the impacts have meant that the Local Planning Authority have concluded that the likely significant environmental effects of the development at North West Bicester can only be properly assessed through Environmental Impact Assessments. 
Whilst this proposal is a small proportion of the overall site, the cumulative impact of this proposal in combination with other development proposed in close proximity must be considered. It is considered that there would be significant urbanising effects together with landscape, transport (which may affect air quality), ecological and heritage impacts which would be long term and irreversible. For these reasons, it is considered that the proposed development cumulatively with other surrounding development is likely to have significant effects on the environment and therefore must be subject to Environmental Impact Assessment. In reaching this opinion the Local Planning Authority has considered the factors above, the criteria to Schedule 3 to the EIA Regulations 2017 (as amended) and the Planning Practice Guidance together with the thresholds and criteria set out in the Annex. 
The Local Planning Authority would encourage the submission of a formal scoping opinion to agree the scope and level of detail of the information to be provided in the Environmental Statement. 
This opinion has been made by an appropriately authorised officer at the Local Planning Authority.  In accordance with the 2017 Regulations, a copy of this screening opinion has been placed on the Planning Register.

If you have any further queries, please contact the Case Officer Caroline Ford.

Yours sincerely 
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For Interim Director for Planning and Regeneration
