Submission regarding planning application 13/00918/FULM
Chris Rose

15 Thirlmere Rd., Barnehurst.

DA7 6PU

07590 046502 / chrisrose@gn.apc.org
ON BEHALF OF BEXLEY NATURAL ENVIRONMENT FORUM – the umbrella body for Friends of Parks and Open Spaces groups, local wildlife experts and conservationists and sustainability campaigners in the Borough. We work to protect, restore and enhance habitats and biodiversity across Bexley.

For the attention of Case Officer:  Mr M J Apperley [receipt of this and addendum acknowledged]
NORMAN ROAD, BELVEDERE
13/00918/FULM  Erection of building comprising 3 industrial units for mixed-use within Class B1 (business), Class B2 (general industrial) and B8 (storage/distribution), within associated ancillary works. Former Electricity Generating Station Norman Road Belvedere Kent. 

SUMMARY OF VIEWS
1)  Context and vision. BNEF notes the huge importance of the marshes within the Borough, and London, as evidenced by their designations in respect of importance for nature conservation (what little is left of Erith Marshes is the M041 Metropolitan Site of Importance for Nature Conservation), and their inclusion in various ‘action zones’ for work on biodiversity. This importance is recognised in various documentation issued by Bexley Council and others, but has not been backed by those who have the power to say ‘Enough is enough’ when it comes to ‘development proposals’, or who could be taking significant steps to repair the damage already done. The consequence is an ever-shrinking area of what was until relatively recently still marshland, and no end in sight to further chipping away at its boundaries (see map imagery below). It is our contention that there should be no further development on open space on the ‘wider’ Erith Marshes in the images below, including on brownfield land. The Council should instead use its LDF policy to consolidate what it predicts will be a reduced demand for industrial land, in a strategic way, so as to protect and increase the size of the open land area within and beyond the existing M041 boundary, and to retain brownfield for wildlife use and/or support restoration to grazing marsh condition to that end.
2)  The case for significantly improving the existing application. BNEF is extremely surprised to note the perfunctory references to environmental issues in the application, and the lack of any reference to green infrastructure treatments or prevention of light pollution, given the sensitive location next to an MSINC. There is little regard to overall sustainability, and an admission that the development is likely to increase car traffic. None of this can be regarded as a step in the right direction here in the second decade of the 21st century. In the event that the Council considers approving the application in principle, BNEF  expects it to at least require a considerable improvement in regard to environmental impact and marginal potential benefits for biodiversity, in line with best practice advocated in documents such as the ‘London Mayor’s Sustainable Design and Construction Draft Supplementary Planning Guidance (London Plan 2011 implementation framework) July 2013’. We do not want to see even more light spilling out over the remaining fragment of marshes, and there should be a brown (‘extensive’ green) roof to provide brownfield/mosaic-equivalent habitat which could be utilised by rarer invertebrates and possibly Black Redstart. Section 106/CiL monies should be obtained from any planning permission and fed into the new Marsh Dykes Catchment project area within which the site is situated.

We make some specific proposals for improvements at the end of this document. 

1)  Context and vision – the acknowledged importance of the marshes points to the need for expansion, not ever more chipping away at the boundaries.
Quote: Bexley Council Open Spaces Strategy December 2008
Areas of Metropolitan Importance for Nature Conservation are those sites which contain

the best examples of London’s habitats, rare species, rare assemblages of species,

important populations of species or which are of particular significance within large areas of

otherwise built-up London. They are of the highest priority for protection. Sites falling into

this category include ......... Erith Marshes (Crossness) ..........Crayford Marshes
......... areas such as the Crayford and Erith Marshes provide a variety of habitats for wildlife as well as opportunities for recreation.’

Quote: Bexley Council Sites of Metropolitan Importance for Nature Conservation 2011
Site Reference: M041

Site Name: Erith Marshes

Summary: One of the very few remaining areas of Thames-side grazing marsh in London, supporting scarce birds, plants and insects.

Erith Marshes fall within the Greater Thames Marshes Nature Improvement Area, and the RSPB Futurescapes plan http://www.rspb.org.uk/Images/greater-thames_tcm9-253584.pdf
Bexley’s Draft DPAS document (our emphasis in italics) states:

4.12.4   Preferred approach to allocating biodiversity and nature sites 
The following sites will be identified on the policies map to ensure that their value is conserved and enhanced: 

(a) Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) 

(b) Sites of Importance for Nature Conservation (SINC) 

(c) Local Nature Reserves. 

BNEF believes that the best way to conserve and enhance such areas and their biodiversity is to increase their size, and potential resilience to climate change and other impacts, and not – as has been the case to date – to do the precise opposite and pursue what is in reality a policy of attempting to cram more wildlife into less space whilst pretending that this will reverse its serious decline (required reading: State of Nature Report, 2013  http://www.rspb.org.uk/ourwork/science/stateofnature/ ).

In our opinion the Council should take a strategic approach to its LDF policy 2.1.12 
‘At the same time, the continuing demise of manufacturing has maintained the long term trend of consolidation of Bexley’s industrial land. The Mayor’s Industrial Capacity Supplementary Planning Guidance suggests a reduction within Bexley of 45 hectares by 2026, whilst Bexley’s own evidence sets a 43-50 hectare reduction over the same period.’
so as to increase the size, connectivity and buffering of important wildlife areas.  

The planning application at hand  says ‘No’ to both the following questions:

..... is there a reasonable likelihood of the following being affected adversely or conserved and enhanced within the application site, OR on land adjacent to or near the application site:

a) Protected and priority species

b) Designated sites, important habitats or other biodiversity features
Bexley’s LDF Policy CS18 Biodiversity and geology states:

c) resisting development that will have a significant impact on the population or

conservation status of protected species and priority species as identified in the UK,

London and Bexley Biodiversity Action Plans;
We submit that re-building on the site will have a negative impact in that it will constrain, for the forseeable future, the numbers of protected and priority species (such as Water Voles, and/or rare insects such as Shrill Carder Bees) over what could be achieved by reversion to brownfield or restoration to grazing marsh conditions. We reject the notion that the essentially speculative value of erecting grey tin shacks on a site should be entertained, whilst the potential value for wildlife of restoration – or doing nothing and letting nature take its course – is ignored, and that the decision should be based only on what species are within the exiting fence line today. The lack of any proposals for biodiversity ‘enhancement’ as part of any building works falls far short of the rhetoric in the council’s LDF (see, for example, 4.8.6) and the DPAS, from which one could be forgiven for thinking that ‘development’ is essential to protect wildlife. 

The scale of recent marshland losses is apparent from the following imagery, to which can be added the land-take and fragmenting effect of Eastern Way. 
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ERITH MARSHES. Google Earth imagery dated 2005
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ERITH MARSHES. Google Earth imagery dated 2010
Yellow boxes: recently or currently being lost to ‘development’

Dark blue box: potential for habitat restoration lost to Incinerator

Black box: near-future loss due to planning permission being granted for ‘Veridion Park’

Light blue box: maturing brownfield with important amounts of bare ground/nectar-rich plant mosaic, and breeding Skylark and Ringed and Little Ringed Plover. BNEF has asked for these areas to be designated as a SINC or part of the M041 SMINC to meet London mosaic habitat targets 

Red box: site subject to this planning application. Again naturally part of the wider remnant of Erith Marshes as defined by Norman Road and adjacent developments, providing a further opportunity to rebuild the extent of the marshes back up to that ‘blocking’ boundary.  

Before dismissing the idea that we should be re-building the marshes, not building more boxes on them, it should be borne in mind that yet more south bank (actual/potential) marshland losses are pending or likely through the proposed Prologis development at Crayford Marshes, a spine road to a possible new crossing at Gallions Reach and plans for a ‘Mickey Mouse’ type theme park at Swanscombe marshes.  

The argument for retention of brownfield along the west side of Norman Way is supported by Buglife’s ‘The state of brownfields in the Thames Gateway’ report by Jamie Robins, Sarah Henshall and Alice Farr. 2013.
This review highlights that over a six-year period, over half (51%) of important brownfields within the Thames Gateway had been lost, damaged or were under immediate threat. The regional breakdown identifies that London has the highest rate of development with over two thirds (69%) of sites lost, damaged or with an outstanding planning permission.

http://www.buglife.org.uk/sites/default/files/The%20State%20of%20Brownfields%20in%20the%20Thames%20Gateway.pdf
There is already a precedent in connection with the Belvedere Incinerator in that London Wildlife Trust recommended that the adjoining open mosaic (brownfield) habitat be added to the Erith Marshes Site of Metropolitan Importance, ....... following a survey of habitats in the borough

http://ukbars.defra.gov.uk/project/show/37399
BNEF has previously highlighted, in its comments to the Council preceding commencement of the SINC review, the London Plan policy calling for retention of a certain amount of ‘mosaic’ habitat in the capital – see the Plan’s 7.60. ..... This target should be used to inform the redevelopment of brownfield land so that important elements of wasteland habitat are incorporated in development proposals as well as recreating the characteristics of the habitat within the design of new development and public spaces, for example on green roofs (policy 5.11) 
We suggested that the SINC review should seek to identify potential candidate sites at early and intermediate (pre significant scrub) successional stages for retention in any new brownfield developments, and that the initial selection of such sites for survey should take into account the scope for improving or maintaining ground-level habitat connectivity in the surrounding area (see Bexley LDF policy CS17 e) : e protecting significant green corridors, and seeking opportunities to increase connectivity between the network of green spaces and habitats).

We proposed then that the land either side of the track to Crossness from Norman Road (i.e. on the west side of the road) would appear to be candidates for consideration, in part to help ‘mitigate’ for the continued chipping away of (former) marshland elsewhere in the Borough. 
Our position is therefore than the site in question can be of value to important wildlife whether allowed to develop as brownfield or if restored to grazing marsh.

2)  The case for significantly improving the existing application. 

There are no references to preventing light pollution, energy efficiency or green infrastructure treatments of the sorts described in Bexley’s Sustainable Design and Construction Guide of October 2007. 

This is of concern given both the risks and opportunities presented by the sensitive location next to an MSINC.

Relevant sections of the LDF are:

4.8.6 New developments have an important part to play in the protection and enhancement

of Bexley’s open spaces and waterways. This includes contributing towards open

space provision, making a positive contribution to green infrastructure and the public

realm, helping to implement the Open Space Strategy (and other strategies and plans

that directly relate to open space provision) and enhancing biodiversity. Open spaces

also have a significant impact on health and well being.

4.8.9 Contributions to green infrastructure and the public realm include the use of planning

obligations. The Council has a Planning Obligations Supplementary Planning

Document that sets out requirements.
4.8.14 Partnership working and using funding opportunities to support projects will provide

opportunities to protect and enhance Bexley’s open spaces and waterway network.

4.9.4 The policy recognises the important contribution of sites of importance for nature

conservation and geodiversity value in the borough. Natural open space is important

in shaping Bexley’s character and identity, and can provide services which are

increasingly important in our changing climate. Certain habitats such as wetlands

can reduce the impacts of water run-off and hence reduce flood risk and pollution of

waterways, and trees and planting can provide a valuable shading effect in summer

and insulation effect in winter. The introduction of features such as green roofs can

provide insulation as well as improving the biodiversity value of a development.

The ensuing DPAS in its ‘Preferred approach to sustainable design and construction’ says that the Council will investigate the Mayor of London’s approach in regards to sustainable design and construction, to determine if there are is any evidence to justify a locally specific policy. The Mayor’s Draft Sustainable Design and Construction SPG prioritises passive measures in energy saving, and promotes incorporating green infrastructure into buildings to benefit biodiversity. Green roofs are therefore promoted in 2.4.9, 2.7.9 and 3.2.4.  
The Council’s preferred policy approach to development in the Metropolitan Green Belt or Metropolitan Open Land is that:
In addition to complying with requirements contained in national guidance and other policies within Bexley’s Development Plan, proposals for development within Metropolitan Green Belt and Metropolitan Open Land should also have regard to the following criteria: 

(a) any buildings or structures, should be designed and sited so as to minimise their impact on the open nature of the MGB or MOL,  ......................

(b) a high standard of landscaping and design will be required, reflecting the character of the surrounding area; .............

We think these latter considerations should be applied to immediatly adjoining development schemes. 
Proposals:  BNEF therefore calls upon the Council, should it be minded to approve the application in principle, to insist on improvements to the application in terms of ‘green infrastructure’, ‘sustainability’ and regard to the open nature of the marshes. In particular we wish to see: 

i) A rejection of the application’s stated plan for the site to be ‘surfaced with asphalt over the full extent of site within the perimeter fence.’ This is not acceptable. Hard surfacing should be minimised, and only consistent with absolutely necessary hard-standing/roadways/pathways and/or capture of any polluted run-off, such as vehicle oil residue, for transit to appropriate drains.

The applicant claims: ‘8.1. The site in its present form is in an un-developed brownfield state, in a rather bleak situation. Central and local government planning guidance urges the best use to be obtained from site development in planning terms.’
We suggest that it is precisely these sort of stark, unimaginative, grey boxes surrounded by asphalt - and their proponents - that have created that bleakness, not the wild nature of the adjoining marshes which they have wantonly replaced.

ii) Notice taken of the fact that that over half the site was vegetated in recent years (seen above imagery). There should be appropriate vegetation within the site, preferably allowing natural colonisation by species from the adjoining marshland, including ruderal species, and the leaving of patches of bare ground, rather than simply sowing a monocultural sward of some grass like Perennial Rye. Any screening trees or shrubs should not be very tall and should be of local provenance and grown in this country, not a motley collection of incongruous ‘easy-care’ evergreen exotics.  In support of this view the Town & Country Planning Association / The Wildlife Trusts  July 2012 document ‘Good practice guidance for green infrastructure and biodiversity’ Principle 6 states that ‘GI needs to be central to the development’s design and must reflect and enhance the area’s locally distinctive character (and should) reflect and enhance local distinctiveness and landscape character.’ In our opinion this means retaining what’s left of the low horizon/wide open space feel as seen from the marshes. 

iii) Stringent controls on, and monitoring of compliance over, light pollution. Lighting should be confined to the Norman Road facade, except for any minimal safety/security lighting on the other sides exposed to the marshes, which should be motion-sensor triggered and only manually turned on when absolutely needed. Lighting should be directed wholly downward, onto low reflectivity surfaces, and only of an intensity necessary for safety purposes. We are concerned to see that the site is slated for possible 24 hour operation. We do not want to see even more light spewing out over the remaining fragment of marshes all night, every night, impacting on Bats and other species.
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Above: existing light pollution along Norman Road and around the incinerator, pictured from Erith marshes, September 2013.
iv) A requirement for a brown (‘extensive’ green) roof to provide brownfield/mosaic-equivalent habitat which could be utilised by rarer invertebrates already known to be present on Crossness Nature Reserve, including Shrill and Brown-banded (or possibly Moss) Carder Bees, and possibly Black Redstart. This requirement is also supported by the Buglife findings and London Plan recognition of the importance of mosaic habitat availability. According to the application the proposed building is ‘8.85m high at the eaves, and 11.41m high at the ridge. The roof is to be a pitched roof and it is proposed to

provide a 7-degree pitch to the rafters.’ A 7-degree pitch is within the 9.5-degree tolerance for green/brown roofing without the need for additional special measures to retain plants and soil:

http://www.thegreenroofcentre.co.uk/Library/Default/Documents/Green%20Roof%20Pocket%20Guide%20V3.pdf
Brown roofs can cheaply make use of on-site recycled aggregate and sub-soil. They reduce run-off rates and buffer against rapid heating and cooling. 
v) Any section 106/CiL monies resulting from the granting of planning permission being spent on ecological enhancements to the new Marsh Dykes Catchment project area within which the site is situated.

Yours sincerely, Chris Rose BSc (Hons), MSc.    Vice-Chair, Bexley Natural Environment Forum.
ADDENDUM to submission regarding planning application 13/00918/FULM
Chris Rose

15 Thirlmere Rd., Barnehurst.

DA7 6PU

07590 046502 / chrisrose@gn.apc.org
20/1/2014

ON BEHALF OF BEXLEY NATURAL ENVIRONMENT FORUM – the umbrella body for Friends of Parks and Open Spaces groups, local wildlife experts and conservationists and sustainability campaigners in the Borough. We work to protect, restore and enhance habitats and biodiversity across Bexley.

For the attention of Case Officer:  Mr M J Apperley
NORMAN ROAD, BELVEDERE

13/00918/FULM  Erection of building comprising 3 industrial units for mixed-use within Class B1 (business), Class B2 (general industrial) and B8 (storage/distribution), within associated ancillary works. Former Electricity Generating Station Norman Road Belvedere Kent. 
ADDENDUM SUMMARY

1) Value of existing brownfield, and disturbance of adjoining habitat.

Further information has become available and is noted here in the context of protected species.

2) Request for extensive green (brown) roof.  We remind the Council of a further policy commitment that requires it to press for a brown roof in this particular location, should it decide to approve any application for the erection of an industrial building.

3) Conditions relating to the adjoining ditch between the site and Norman Road.  The buffer zone and the issue of planting is addressed.

COMMENTS

1) Value of existing brownfield, and disturbance of adjoining habitat.

Karen Sutton, Crossness Nature Reserve Manager, has raised with us her concerns about disturbance to Bat populations and nearby breeding Barn Owl (she reports that there is a Barn Owl roost in the adjacent field)  from any development, and from any poorly-designed, inadequately controlled lighting scheme that may be associated with it. 

Little Ringed Plover are known to have bred on brownfield along the west side of Norman Way in 2013, since this provides suitable nesting habitat. Karen reports that an adult and juvenile were seen flying onto the former sub-station site, which suggests that they may have nested there.

Barn Owl and Little Ringed Plover are of national conservation concern, receiving full protection under Schedules 1, 5 and 8 of the Wildlife & Countryside Act 1981 (as amended). It is an offence to kill, injure, capture or disturb them or to damage their places of shelter.
It should be noted that the London Wildlife Trust’s report in respect of the surrent SINC review acknowledges the likely  importance of brownfield in the Borough by stating that: ‘The surveying of all known brownfield sites in Bexley was considered to be a valid proposition [by BNEF] as they can be, typically, important for a number rare or declining invertebrates and plants. However ...... the number of sites and probable access constraints, their inclusion in the SINC review was considered to be untenable within the time constraints of the review.’
2) Request for extensive green (brown) roof.  

We would add to our previous comments on this matter the fact that Bexley Council’s own ‘Enhancement/mitigation priorities for biodiversity’ document 

http://www.bexley.gov.uk/CHttpHandler.ashx?id=9517&p=0
calls for brown roofs on new ‘Industrial buildings anywhere, but especially close to the River Thames’.
(our emphasis)
According to the application, over half (55%) of the floorspace is for ‘pure’ industrial use, with an additional 37% devoted to storage and distribution. In any case, if this particular Council policy is to mean anything along the Thames, where a significant number of large ‘sheds’ appear to be used largely for this latter purpose, then the policy should have included – or should henceforth be taken to include - these sorts of construction as well.
The document states that ‘Where development proposals are likely to have an adverse impact on important habitats or species, mitigation and compensation should generally be targeted at the habitats or species which will be affected.’ 

Brownfield in the Thames Gateway is already identified as being of importance, as detailed in BNEF’s substantive submission. The site in question has had brownfield characteristics for some time, including the period between closure and demotion of the electric sub-station. 
Even if the existing site were deemed to be worthless from a biodiversity point of view, section 109 of the National Planning Policy Framework states that:

The planning system should contribute to and enhance the natural and local environment by:

minimising impacts on biodiversity and providing net gains in

biodiversity where possible, contributing to the Government’s

commitment to halt the overall decline in biodiversity, including

by establishing coherent ecological networks that are more

resilient to current and future pressures;

BNEF has previously drawn to the Council’s attention, through the SINC review process, the desireability of designating and protecting brownfield in the Borough, and requested that such a site further north along Norman Road, adjacent to the one affected here, be surveyed and considered for addition to the Erith Marshes MSINC. In our view, a requirement for a brown roof on this proposed development would
i) go some way to  maintaining the extent and ‘resilience’ of the totality of brownfield habitat along the Norman Road margin of this important nature conservation area in respect of the current development pressure and
ii) provide for ‘resilience’ against future such pressure, by providing habitat continuity in the event that any other building works might be approved, and until such time as their own brown roofs were established.

We therefore expect the Council to make the installation of a brown roof on this development a condition of any approval. 

3) Conditions relating to the adjoining ditch between the site and Norman Road.  
With respect to the Flood, Drainage and Contamination documentation statement:, 

‘Consultation by others with the Environment Agency during the planning application process for the

site access enabling works (including new site entrances/crossovers, drainage and fencing) yielded

the requirement to provide a 5m wide wildlife corridor/planted buffer zone between the existing

ditch along Norman Road and the proposed development. The provision of this falls outside the site

boundary, but will in any case be provided in accordance with the requirements of the enabling

works planning consent.’

We note that the existing security fence is not set back anywhere near 5m from the side of the ditch (picture below), and expect to see this buffer width fully enforced if this development is permitted.
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We are concerned by the reference to a ‘planted buffer zone’, given the arrangement on the opposite side of Norman Road, where natural vegetation is abruptly supplanted by mown grass and an incongrous collection of exotic and clipped shrubs, seen here: 
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Instead, colonisation by existing local flora should be allowed, so as to provide a natural/semi-natural species assemblage matching that of adjoining marshland, and therefore more amenable to the other species already present there, such as protected Water Voles. We note advice previously given  to Bexley Council in 2005 by the London Wildlife Trust on the importance of avoiding heavy shading of Water Vole habitat, so believe that the planting of trees and large shrubs along the buffer zone would be inappropriate.  

We suggest that a brown roof will help slow run-off and therefore contribute to reducing general flood risk. If flood risk is not heightened by such arrangements, roof run-off should be directed into the ditch along Norman Road, which appears to be very dry most of the time.  

Yours sincerely, Chris Ros
