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Countryside Secretary’s Report

The role of the countryside secretary is to focus on matters which are seen as affecting Ramblers enjoyment of the countryside. This is in addition to the concerns of the footpath secretaries who focus on matters directly affecting designated footpaths. Thus countryside concerns cover such matters as improvements to the network, access to open land, permitted paths, land use policy in the countryside and planning applications for development where the latter are considered to have a wider impact on the countryside rather than just affecting access to specific public footpaths. 

This year we commented on changes to the funding of permitted paths and four planning applications for development. In addition there was the ongoing matter of West Berks Council’s policy (the Core Strategy) for new housing development and an application that is imminent for a new incinerator in the parish of Chieveley.
Funding of permitted paths
In March, Ramblers HQ advised us that DEFRA (Dept for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs) had cancelled funding for permissive paths access agreements which could lead to a loss of these paths when agreements expire. Eight (out of 16) locations were identified as being particularly important for WBR (as reported in the Summer programme). 

Information from WBC reveals that funding is available under a ‘Higher Level Stewardship’ scheme managed by Natural England but it would appear that this is the scheme which is funded by DEFRA. Fortunately the expiry dates for the eight schemes are between September 2013 and January 2019. In the meantime I have asked RA HQ to clarify this matter and to find out what we may be able to do to protect these paths. Further information is also available in Natural England’s HLS handbook (3rd edition 2010 pages 63 to 65) under the following web link: http://www.naturalengland.org.uk/ourwork/farming/funding/es/hls/usefuldocumentshls.aspx 
Planning applications for development

During the year there were four planning applications which we responded to on countryside grounds. They were:

1. Erection of two wind turbines at Sheepdrove Organic Farm, Lambourn. Located in the North Wessex Downs AONB with blade heights of 40.5 metres (133ft) we objected on grounds of impact in the open downland and that if approval it would set a precedent. The turbines were refused by WBC in May because of their size and location in a very open part of the Downs.
2. New dwelling at Moorbridge Farm, Lambourn Road, Boxford. The dwelling was to replace a dilapidated barn in a quiet and secluded spot close to the Lambourn Valley Way and was refused by the council on the grounds that it would ‘seriously harm the recreational and amenity value of this public right of way’.
3. Erection of wind turbine at Baydon Meadow, Lambourn. The field lies between the B4000 and M4 and is not far from the telecom mast by Membury services. The turbine has a maximum blade height of 35 metres (114ft) but because of existing vegetation, the precedent of the mast and the closeness of the M4 (about 130 metres), it was decided not to object from a ramblers point of view. The application, submitted in September, currently awaits a decision.
4. Continued use and extension to Old Kiln Quarry, Chieveley. This has been the most important application to be considered by WBR this year. Submitted in February and involving quarrying activities extending to more than 38 hectares (98 acres), and  including an extension of over 50 hectares (124 acres), the application still awaits a decision (early November). This is as a result of concerns expressed by the council and around 100 objections, including a detailed objection by WBR in March, the applicant submitted a large volume of additional details which required further consultation. WBR objected again (in September) since when the applicant has submitted further information and amended the application all of which has required further and careful scrutiny by the Council before a decision can be made. 
In addition to the above there is the prospect, in the near future, of being notified of a planning application to build an incinerator in the parish of Chieveley near Curridge. There has been publicity about this project in the local press and Grundon, the prospective applicant, held an open day on Thursday 27 October 2011 at Donnington to present their proposals. West Berks Ramblers attended this event and intend to comment in due course.
West Berks Council’s Core Strategy
In April 2010 West Berks Ramblers, amongst others, objected to the Council’s draft core strategy which proposed a major expansion of Newbury at Sandleford Park. Our grounds of objection were:

1. Excessive development in the countryside
2. Reduced access into the countryside for existing residents

3. Visual intrusion, and

4. Increased dangers for walkers.
The hearing into the objections commenced in November 2010 but was subsequently suspended twice (once in November 2010 and again in July 2011) to enable the Council to respond to matters arising during the hearing. One such matter required the Council to publish a revised Sustainability Appraisal/Environmental Assessment (SA/EA) Report because the earlier report failed to meet regulatory requirements in that it did not sufficiently explain the reasons for the selection of Sandleford from the alternative options for major urban growth in the Newbury/Thatcham area. The inspector suspended the hearing until February 2012 to enable the Council to ‘remedy the breach’. 
Last week the Council was presented with a revised SA/EA Report and this is now out to consultation until 14th December 2011. The following link provides more information: http://consult.westberks.gov.uk/portal/planning_and_transport_policy/cs/post_hearing_changes_to_core_strategycore_strategy_sa  We shall study the revised document and may make further comments. 
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