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Quantack,

Friends of Quantock is a conservation charity established in 1949 to promote, for the benefit of the
public, the conservation, protection and improvement of the landscape and natural environment of
the Quantock Hills. We therefore confine our comments on this application to its impact on the
landscape and setting of the Quantock Hills Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB).

The charity objects to the Solar Farm at Washford for the following reasons:

1 The impact on the setting of the Quantock Hills Area of Outstanding Beauty.

2 The damaging effect on the views from the heathland ridge at the north end of the AONB.

3 The disruption of the connectivity between the two nationally protected landscapes of the
Quantocks Hills and Exmoor and the Brendon Hills.

As a result the proposal is contrary to guidance in the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF)
(para 176). It also fails to satisfy policies in the West Somerset Local Plan; to protect the natural
environment (NH5) and to address climate change, due to lack of adequate mitigation (CC1).

The setting of the AONB

The National Policy Planning Framework (NPPF) states:

‘Great weight should be given to conserving and enhancing landscape and scenic beauty in National
Parks, the Broads and Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty which have the highest status of
protection in relation to these issues....The scale and extent of development within all these
designated areas should be limited, while development within their setting should be sensitively
located and designed to avoid or minimise adverse impacts on the designated areas.’

The landscape that forms the setting of the Quantock Hills from the west is the Quantock fringes
part of the Taunton Vale and Quantock Fringes National Character Area (NCA), which is described as:

‘The steep, moorland-topped character of the Quantock Hills and the Brendon Hills and the open
character of the clay levels contrast with this area’s lush pastoral character. Panoramic views are
gained from these hills across the vale to the coast and are an ecological link between these two
areas of moorland. Within the overall character there is considerable variety, united by its lowland
mixed farming landscape, with dense hedges, sparse woodland, red soils and settlement pattern.’

The NCA encourages land uses which maintain long views along the coast and across the area from
adjacent uplands and perpetuates a mixed farming landscape. The introduction of some 39 hectares
of photovoltaic panels added to a further 13 hectares at Higher Bye nearby does neither. The
applicant fails to acknowledge this issue and dismisses the impact of the development as merely
causing a minor change of colour in the fields in longer views.

They also try to dismiss the impact of glint and glare in a specific, complex report that tries to
minimise the visual impact this can have within the landscape. The solar farm at Higher Bye
demonstrates that this can be substantial, especially in low sun. Failure to mitigate the visual
damage to the setting of the AONB is contrary to the guidance in the National Planning Policy
Framework.



Views from the northern heathland ridge

The first sentence in the description of the Quantock Hills NCA is:

‘The Quantock Hills curve inland from the Bristol Channel and provide long open views from their
open moorland and heath-covered ridge...’

Thus emphasising how important these views are to the landscape character of the AONB. As
explained above the applicant attempts to ignore the impact the solar farm will have. It is a large
semi-industrial rectilinear, feature intruding into the middle of a soft, mixed farming landscape of
small fields, hedges and copses with scattered villages and farmsteads many built of local stone. This
area forms the middle-ground of one of the key views from the northern ridge of the AONB,
providing an important contrast to the wild, open heathland of the hills. The proposal would change
the character of the countryside in this area from a rural to non-rural landscape

Higher Bye solar farm demonstrates how photovoltaic panels do indeed stand out in the landscape
from the Quantock ridge. The effect this proposal, which is three times the size, will have on the
public enjoyment of the Hills is difficult to quantify, but that does not mean it should be dismissed.
Staple Plain car park is very well used and provides easy access to the AONB and these views. A short
walk along the path above Weacombe or up towards Beacon Hill and the proposal area comes
prominently into view, laid out below.

If approved, this development will damage the view over the area of the vale to the coast - one of
the important characteristics of the AONB, contrary to the NPPF guidance

The connectivity between the two nationally protected landscapes

The landscape links between the Quantock Hills AONB and Exmoor National Park are referred to in
both of their NCAs as well as the NCA for Taunton Vale and the Quantock Fringes. The wilder hills
mirror each other across the mixed farmland of the vale creating the special countryside of west
Somerset that is so attractive to residents and visitors alike. Historically the two protected
landscapes have often been linked; indeed the original proposal for a national park in this area was
to include both upland areas. The connectivity of the Quantocks with Exmoor and the Brendon Hills
is demonstrated by the spectacular view from Beacon Hill, where the eye is drawn across the area of
the proposal and along the coast to the hills of Exmoor and the Brendons. A large semi-industrial
development, shining in an unnatural way in the centre of this view will block the line of sight and
weaken this link.

It will have a similar effect on views of the Quantock Hills from Exmoor. When viewed from various
footpaths in the Brendon Hills, including the Macmillan Way, and from open access land such as
Black Hill and Rodhuish Common, the area of the proposal can be clearly seen.

This development, if approved, would weaken the visual connection between the two protected
landscapes, which is such an important element of the character of west Somerset much enjoyed by
SO many.

National and Local Planning Policies

This area forms part of the setting of the Quantock Hills AONB and Exmoor National Park and so the
impact of this development on the area is in direct conflict with the guidance in the NPPF(para 176)
outlined above.

In addition the West Somerset Landscape appraisal affirms the landscape of this area is generally of
a high quality.



‘The poets, Coleridge and Wordsworth, were attracted by the special and unique qualities of the
area including its tamed wilderness, secret and secluded combes and contrasting and surprising
variety of scenery. The views from the | hills to the wider countryside and the sea were also much
admired, West Somerset constitutes a significant proportion of the landscape in these views and
fortunately it is still possible to appreciate the quality of these views | today.’

This development will have a significant adverse effect on this high quality landscape. It is not
‘ordinary’ as is claimed by the developer and should be protected for future generations.

The West Somerset Local Plan to 2032 states:

POLICY NH5: LANDSCAPE CHARACTER PROTECTION Within the identified landscape character areas,
as shown in figure 2, development should be located and designed in such a way as to minimise
adverse impact on the quality and integrity of that local landscape character area.

A large semi-industrial development of this type will change the countryside to an area of non-rural
character and cannot possibly meet the requirements of this policy, especially in conjunction with
the existing Higher Bye solar farm.

POLICY CC1: CARBON REDUCTION - NON-WIND ENERGY GENERATING SCHEMES Energy generating
development proposals (other than those for wind turbines) will be supported where:

e they respect the local natural environment in which they are located.....

¢ adequate measures are taken to mitigate the cultural, economic, environmental and social impact
of any related development on the communities affected, both in the short and the longer term.

As outlined above the first condition is not met by this proposal. The mitigation offered is to create
wildflower meadows under the panels and replant gaps in the hedges, which will then be managed
to a height of 3 metres to avoid shading. These hedges will not hide the development from any
higher view point or on the northern sloping part of the site. Wildflower meadows are very difficult
to create on former arable land due to the high nutrient content of the soil, even with unfettered
access; under solar panels management will be extremely limited so will result in poor quality
grassland with few flowers. Thus mitigation measures will be ineffective and so the proposal will fail
to meet the policy.

Conclusion

As an organisation Friends of Quantock, fully supports renewable energy generation, but the
infrastructure can be intrusive, so it needs to be situated where it will not impact on nationally
designated landscapes. Clearly this is not the case with this proposal.

This solar development, when considered alongside the existing solar site, fundamentally changes
the very nature of this rural area. Placed as it is, centrally between the Quantock Hills AONB, Exmoor
and the Brendon Hills this development will change this location’s character to largely non-rural,
thus having a direct and hugely negative impact on the protected landscapes around it.

We therefore object strongly to this proposal due to its detrimental impact on the Quantock Hills
AONB and its setting; it also fails to follow national guidance in the NPPF and is contrary to policies in
the West Somerset Local Plan.



