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14 June 2021 

 

Ms Marianna Hall 

Planning Officer 

West Suffolk House,  

Western Way,  

Bury St Edmunds  

IP33 3YU 

 

Dear Ms Hall 

DC/21/0968/FUL Planning application - solar farm with ancillary development and 

vehicular access.  

Land To The East Of Breach Farm Ness Road Burwell East Cambridgeshire CB25 0DB 

 

1.Introduction 

 

I write on behalf of the Suffolk Preservation Society (SPS) in response to the above parallel 

application for a 49.9MW solar farm on 192 acres (78 hectares) of grade 3 agricultural land in 

Landswade.  SPS supports the transition towards a zero-carbon energy system and recognises that 

this requires an increase in renewable energy generation, including solar. We support renewable 

energy schemes which balance the necessary considerations of our natural environment, heritage, 

landscape and the views of local people and allow local communities to positively shape their 

energy futures. 

 

We wish to comment on the loss of high-grade agricultural land; the landscape and visual impacts, 

the impacts upon the local footpath network; the incomplete assessment of impacts on heritage 

assets; and the lack of local public support.  We also call for the cumulative impacts of the scheme 

to be to be considered by the local authority in relation to a proximate large scale solar installation 

proposed by Sunnica. Our comments are limited to those areas of the development site that impact 

on Suffolk and an absence of comment on some parts of the scheme across the county boundary 

should not be read as any form of tacit acceptance. 

 

 



 
 

 

2. Government advice on large scale solar 

 

SPS recognises that the West Suffolk and Suffolk County Council have declared a climate 

emergency. We are aware of the Government’s legally binding targets to achieve net zero targets 

to decarbonise the economy as set out in the Clean Growth Strategy (2017 updated 2018), The 

Climate Change Order 2019 and the more ambitious targets set out subsequently in April 2021. We 

fully understand that the National Planning Statements on Renewable energy is silent on 

commercial solar, but nevertheless calls for an urgent increase in renewables. The NPPPF supports 

the increase in renewable energy, subject to balancing any environmental harm against the public 

benefits. SPS fully understands that an increase of up to 40GW od new capacity must be added to 

the electricity system of the Government’s 2050 targets are to benefit. However, against this urgent 

imperative for renewables SPS would like to highlight the following considerations: 

 

Government Planning Practice Guidance for Renewable and Low Carbon Energy 2013 (para 15) 

states that (my emphasis): 

 

In shaping local criteria for inclusion in Local Plans and considering planning applications in the 

meantime, it is important to be clear that:  

• the need for renewable or low carbon energy does not automatically override 

environmental protections  

• cumulative impacts require particular attention, especially the increasing impact that wind 

turbines and large-scale solar farms can have on landscape and local amenity as the number of 

turbines and solar arrays in an area increases  

• local topography is an important factor in assessing whether wind turbines and large-scale 

solar farms could have a damaging effect on landscape and recognise that the impact can be as great 

in predominately flat landscapes as in hilly or mountainous areas  

• great care should be taken to ensure heritage assets are conserved in a manner appropriate to 

their significance, including the impact of proposals on views important to their setting  

• proposals in National Parks and Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty, and in areas close to them 

where there could be an adverse impact on the protected area, will need careful consideration  

• protecting local amenity is an important consideration which should be given proper weight 

in planning decisions 

 

The UK Solar PV Strategy, Roadmap to a Brighter Future, 08 October 2013 was based upon four 

principles. The third principle of the strategy was a requirement that solar PV should ensure 

proposals are appropriately sited, give proper weight to environmental considerations such as 

landscape and visual impact, heritage and local amenity, and provide opportunities for local 

communities to influence decisions that affect them. SPS does not consider that the application 

achieves these fundamental requirements. 

 



 
 

 

The Ministerial Statement from the Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government (25 

March 2015) stated: 

 

Meeting our energy goals should not be used to justify the wrong development in the wrong location 

and this includes the unnecessary use of high-quality agricultural land. Protecting the global 

environment is not an excuse to trash the local environment. When we published our new planning 

guidance in support of the Framework, we set out the particular factors relating to large scale 

ground mounted solar photovoltaic farms that a local council will need to consider. These include 

making effective use of previously developed land and, where a proposal involves agricultural land, 

being quite clear this is necessary and that poorer quality land is to be used in preference to land of a 

higher quality…. We are encouraged by the impact the guidance is having but do appreciate the 

continuing concerns, not least those raised in this House, about the unjustified use of high-quality 

agricultural land. In light of these concerns, we want it to be clear that any proposal for a solar farm 

involving the best and most versatile agricultural land would need to be justified by the most 

compelling evidence. 

 

3. Lack of Public Consultation 

 

It is disappointing that the applicant has relied upon the pandemic to justify a total absence of any 

public engagement or consultation. Other solar schemes in the county such as the ENSO scheme 

and EDF schemes close to the Bramford substation have successfully provided a level of online 

information and consultation. While it does not fully substitute the effectiveness of a physical 

opportunity to meet, inspect the proposals and ask questions of the developer’s team, it does 

illustrate that it is possible to achieve public engagement. The SPS considers that the applicant’s 

lack of public consultation is wholly unacceptable and shows no regard for the views of the 

communities that will be expected to host their development in the event that it is approved. 

 

4. Site Selection 

 

SPS and our sister organisation CPRE, The Countryside Charity, campaign for solar energy 

generation to be focused on previously developed land and/or on roof tops of buildings, 

particularly on large industrial sites.  As referenced above, the Secretary of State for Communities 

and Local Government (Ministerial Statement, 25 March 2015) made clear the importance of 

retaining our best and most versatile agricultural land by stating:  Meeting our energy goals should 

not be used to justify the wrong development in the wrong location and this includes the unnecessary use of 

high-quality agricultural land. This requirement is also set out in para 170(b) of the NPPF which 

requires that development should contribute to and enhance the natural and local environment by: 

recognising the intrinsic character and beauty of the countryside, and the wider benefits from natural capital 

and ecosystem services – including the economic and other benefits of the best and most versatile 

agricultural land, and of trees and woodland;. 

 



 
 

 

We note the applicant’s justification for selecting the Landswade site is the proximity of a 

connection point to Burwell which constrains the number of alternative sites, together with the 

limited number of large brownfield sites in the search area. However, the SPS considers that the 

loss of 192 acres of prime agricultural land is a material planning consideration that should be 

given significant weight in the planning balance. 

 

5.  Cumulative Impact 

 

The LVIA chapter at 5.4.8 states that there are a series of extant solar schemes in the vicinity 

including Goose Farm (1.8km west of the site), Glebe farm (1.7km east of the site), Heath Farm to 

the south, Burwell to the west. Furthermore, the scheme is within 2km of the Sunnica (west) site. 

With the exception of the Glebe Farm (presumably a drafting error) these are shown on Fig 2.1 of 

chapter 2 of Environmental Statement which shows the proposed scheme in conjunction with 

extant and proposed solar schemes. (See attached for your convenience). This plan illustrates that 

when travelling from Swaffham along the B1102 to Mildenhall, it is anticipated (assuming that 

Sunnica is approved) that the kinetic experience of travelling through this landscape will be one of 

continuous solar parks (up to 12 separate sites) on the north and south of the road. 

 

The cumulative impacts on the landscape and visual amenity of multiple commercial solar 

schemes are substantial and should be considered as a whole. The planning system should not be 

allowed to facilitate piece-meal, ad-hoc development that has the potential to cause major 

environmental impacts without proper and comprehensive scrutiny and mitigation. 

 

SPS considers that this application must be considered in the light of the Sunnica NSIP DCO 

application which we understand is about to be submitted. Sunnica constitutes a total of 9 

separate, but conjoined, sites and will not read as one entity. Landswade solar farm has the 

potential to read as part of this series of solar sites and while it must be treated on its own merits 

should also be seen in the context of the Sunnica proposals 

 

6. Landscape Impact and mitigation 

 

The site is bounded by footpaths and bridleways on the north, east, south and western boundaries, 

the site will also be visible in longer views looking south when travelling along the B1102, which 

lies to the north of the site. The Landscape and Visual Impact chapter of the Environmental 

Statement shows at figs 5.2a and 5.2b that the site will be visible, ranging from 20-50 percent, and 

even with the proposed mitigation will still be readily visible with the exception of the north and 

east corner, which is subject to hedge planting.  Therefore, the site can be readily viewed by 

walkers and motorists and even with the prosed mitigation the site will be visible and the visual 

amenity of those using parts of the PROW network will be significantly compromised. Far 

reaching views across a rural landscape currently enjoyed by local residents and visitors will be 

replaced by those of 2.2m high fencing and 150,000 3m high solar panels, inverters and 22 battery 



 
 

 

storage units, together with 22 transformer stations (12mx2.4mx3m), compromising the experience 

of pedestrians and horse riders. Furthermore, the planting will take many years to achieve 

effective screening, which will be significantly reduced during the winter months. 

 

Accordingly, the proposals will have a significant impact on the character and appearance of the 

local landscape.  The character of the countryside around Landswade will be significantly changed 

through the introduction of extensive industrial features into the flat and open topography of 

Planned Peat Fen and to a lesser degree the Rolling Estate Chalklands (on the western corner of the 

site). Whilst the arrays are located within field boundaries which are shown as being reinforced 

with additional planting, the height, the layout of serried ranks of metal and black hard surfaces, 

interspersed by metal containers, and long uninterrupted lengths of fencing, with 3m high poles 

carrying CCTV will combine to transform the landscape into an alien terrain for those living 

nearby and those walking or travelling through it.  

 

The scheme only shows limited hedge planting on sections on the west and east end of the 

northern boundary and a small section on the southern boundary, with no standard tree planting 

within the hedges, or tree belts. We are disappointed that the proposed layout shows the panels 

extending up to the perimeter of the site with no effort to mitigate the impact of the installation 

through set back or attempt to enhanced planting along the inner perimeter. We would expect to 

see significantly wider margins of planting in the region of 4m wide on the inner edge of the site to 

provide a net gain of biodiversity as well as screening. Furthermore, the inclusion of standard trees 

within the newly planted sections should be required. 

 

We would advocate that all hedge planting specifies one species to make up no more than 70% of 

the mix. The hedge should be kept weed free until established and any failures replaced in the next 

available planting season. The hedge must be protected to prevent damage from livestock and it 

should be fenced off together with the recommended buffer. Any consent will require a 

comprehensive landscape plan complete with management plan to ensure that the hedge is 

maintained appropriately. 

 

The applicant states that grazing will be available and the resting of the soil will provide 

environmental gain. Nevertheless, the scheme could make a far greater contribution to 

biodiversity and carbon net zero targets by including tree planting in and around the site, which 

would also make a positive contribution to landscape and visual amenity. 

 

7. Cultural Heritage 

 

We note from the cultural heritage chapter, Table 7.7 of the Environmental Statement that within 

the study area in Suffolk there is a total of 2 listed buildings, one scheduled ancient monument and 

the Exning Conservation Area.  We note that conclusions that the distance, topography and 

screening of the grade II* church and Scheduled Ancient Monument at Landswade, and the 



 
 

 

Exning Conservation Area, at 1.2km south east of the site give rise to Low impact in EIA terms. 

However, the views of the council’s conservation team should be sought to confirm the accuracy of 

this assessment.  

 

8. Conclusion 

 

In conclusion therefore, SPS recognises the urgent need for renewable energy and is in full support 

of renewable energy projects done well, suitably located, scaled, assessed, mitigated and where 

necessary compensated. Regrettably, the Breach Farm scheme involves the loss of a significant 

amount of prime agricultural land. Furthermore, the cumulative impacts of extant, consented and 

emerging solar farm proposals all in close proximity to Burwell substation and/or to each other 

across the East Cambs/Suffolk border will result in a fundamental shift in landscape character. 

When travelling between Burwell and Mildenhall, the kinetic experience will be one of repeated 

solar farms which, in combination, will bring about a transformation of identity from agrarian to 

industrial. Furthermore, the proposed mitigation (even at 5 years) is considered to be insufficient 

to achieve its objectives and the proposals will result in material harm to visual amenity, heritage 

and landscape character.  

 

In the event that officers are minded to support the application, it is strongly recommended that 

the layout is amended and the solar panels are set back from the perimeter by a minimum of 5-6m 

and buffer strips of grasses and wild flowers are provided to create biodiversity net gain. 

Furthermore, new hedgerows should include standard trees at 100m intervals.  

 

For the above sound planning reasons, we consider that this application should be resisted in its 

current form. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

Fiona Cairns IHBC MRTPI 

Director 

Ccs: 

Ward Councillor 

Parish Councils – Landwade and Exning 

East Cambs Planning Officer 

CPRE Cambridgeshire 

Say No to Sunnica 

Catherine Judkins 

Fiona Maxwell 


