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Ymgyrch Atal y Lagwn Slyri
Hermon, Glog & Llanfyrnach

Stop the Slurry Lagoon Campaign
Address for written correspondence:
c/o Mountain Hall Farm,

Hermon

Glogue

Pembrokeshire

SA36 0DX

Email: hayleyarcher@btinternet.com
Mr Bryn Parry-Jones
Chief Executive

Pembrokeshire County Council

County Hall

Haverfordwest

Pembrokeshire

SA61 1TP

5th September 2011
Improving Performance in the Planning Department

Dear Sir,

We are writing to provide you with information about management practices in the Planning Department which you may find useful as a basis for introducing improvements and enhancing performance and efficiency. Specifically, we have come across a number of shortcomings in the consideration of the planning application Ref: 09/0320/PA, (Brynfa Farm, Hermon), which raise a number of questions which we present below for your consideration and attention.

i) With regard to the first application for a slurry lagoon at Brynfa Farm, Hermon, a decision was taken that neighbours adjacent to the application site and within 400m of the site should not receive notification letters of the application. This action is completely contradicted by the evidence in the planning file which makes it clear that the Director of Development believes that letters were sent out! We wonder why this limited notification was adopted, who made this unilateral decision and why?  Unless your practices have changed, this is a failure to conform to due process.

ii) One of the planning officers dealing with this application informed us that those people with holding numbers were not entitled to object to the applications. Whilst we are aware that properties with holding numbers are not ‘protected dwellings’ within the General Development Order this designation does not exclude these householders from objecting to the impact of the development on their amenity or public health. We find it astonishing and worrying that a planning officer should not appreciate this distinction and it raises questions about complacency and competence which are a cause for serious concern. We therefore wish to know on what basis this judgement to attempt to exclude some residents from the opportunity to object was made, and by whom?

iii) You may not be aware that information attached to this planning application was inaccurate and misleading. This included land ownership, legal certificates, land surveys (which the applicant claimed the Environment Agency had endorsed, but which the EA subsequently confirmed was not true), the position of culverted water courses and NVZ designations. This catalogue of false information may or may not have affected the Planning Department’s decision to recommend approval of the application but it is clear that there has been a consistent lack of rigour in the way that this application has been appraised with inaccurate information remaining on file (with the potential to mislead) without correction for many weeks, months and, in one case, more than a year! We would like to know who is responsible for these oversights, who is responsible for overseeing the quality of information in files and how often files are monitored for the accuracy of the information they contain? We are sure you would agree that such a situation is not conducive to the reputation of the Planning Department or the County Council. On this same theme we have contacted the Planning Department about the failure to keep files up to date and the papers in chronological order. Frankly the files on this application are a mess! We strongly suggest that you adopt the practice of having 2 files for every planning application, one ‘working file’ for planning officers and a ‘public file’ which is kept up to date and the papers arranged for ease of accessing the material.

iv) As a campaign group we are keen to express our objections and concerns, and expect them to be treated with respect as they form part of the process of appraising a planning application. After all, it can be the case that local knowledge can enhance decision making by providing information that the planning department may be unaware of. It is therefore extremely worrying that the Planning Department has failed to maintain an up-to-date and accurate file on this application. For example, a large number of letters of objections (96) went missing from the file for over a year, including that written by the Local Headmaster. In the absence of these objections any reader would have a complete misunderstanding of the strength of local opposition towards this proposal. We cannot understand how such a situation could arise and be tolerated. This is quite contrary to the concepts of openness and transparency in decision making. We would like to know who is responsible for managing and maintaining planning files and how this situation could have arisen. 
v) In addition to false and inaccurate information there are also two cases of correct information failing to be put in the file: soil sample data and water course survey data. The question arises: who is responsible for deciding what data is kept on file and why these 2 ‘key’ pieces of information were not made publicly available as soon as possible? To make matters worse a planning officer informed us that we were not entitled to see the soil sample test results, a view which is completely wrong as the Environment Agency confirmed that we have statutory entitlement to see this document. Once again we have to question the competence of planning staff but also the lack of communication between the Planning Department and a statutory partner. There is also the case of a planning officer requesting a slurry lagoon management plan from the applicant or his agent over 18 months ago which has yet to be received. We are forced to ask why it is that planning officers are not more enthusiastic and committed to gathering the supporting data that they have requested?

vi) 2 years and 2 months since the application was made the Local Planning Authority have yet to determine, and make public the decision, as to whether this application requires the applicant to carry out an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA). Our campaign made this issue clear in April 2011, and now, in September we are still awaiting a decision, a decision which has to be made, and made public, before the planning application can be considered by the Planning Committee. This last point seems not to have been fully appreciated by your planning officers as they submitted a committee report in April recommending approval without requiring, or making public the lack of a need for, an EIA! We would like to know who is responsible for this indecision, and how is it that a Planning Department can consider a planning application for over 2 years and not make a decision on this matter which is crucial to the informed determination of this application?
vii) The Planning Department has received a number of applications for the construction of slurry lagoons: Ludchurch (10/0414/PA), which was opposed by the Community Council and local residents but recommended for approval; Clunderwen (09/06629/PA) which was recommended for refusal (endorsed by Planning Committee and later, on Appeal, by a Planning Inspector); and Brynfa, Hermon, (09/0320/PA) which was recommended for approval on the 12th April but withdrawn from the Committee agenda at very short notice. Here we see variations, perhaps contradictions, in the response of Planning Officers to slurry lagoon proposals, yet it is very difficult to understand these variations. In the interest of transparency and consistency we would wish Planning Officers to clearly explain their recommendations to Committee on the basis of which material considerations they were giving priority to and why.  A detailed investigation of these three applications and how they have been dealt with by planning officers would be a useful starting point from which to establish clear guidelines.

viii) Our final question is this: in whose interest is it for a planning application to be considered in this way? Whether due to complacency, incompetence, inexperience, or any other factor, the shortcomings we have identified impact upon the decision making process with the result that some interests benefit and others lose. Our feeling is that the shortcomings we have identified raise serious questions about management processes within the Planning Department and the quality of decision making by the Local Planning Authority. The outcome is that the interests of the local community are not best served, in fact they are likely, at best, to be underestimated and misunderstood or, at worst, be ignored.

Summary and Conclusions

ix) We have provided you with examples of the shortcomings we have experienced in the way that the Planning Department has managed planning application Ref: 09/0320/PA.  It may be that these shortcomings are systemic, cultural, or due to individual incompetence. Whatever the cause we hope you will take steps to investigate them further and to provide us with answers to our questions as the practices in this particular case raise serious questions about whose interests are best served, whether intended or unintended.
x) The examples we have provided indicate a failure within the Planning Department to collect, organise and appraise data and information comprehensively and a tendency to be selective about the data made available to the public, in some cases contrary to statutory requirements. It is therefore inevitable that members of the Planning Committee will not have received comprehensive and well argued recommendations.

xi) That the committee paper, which was deferred on 12th April, recommended approval suggests that the shortcomings we have listed would have benefited the applicant, if confirmed by Planning Committee. It is therefore difficult not to draw the conclusion from this one case that there may be a systemic or cultural bias inherent in the processing and appraisal of planning applications against either the interests of the community or of particular outcomes.

xii) We trust you will find our observations useful and we look forward to a reply which confirms that you will carry out the investigations which our questions and concerns surely demand! If you require any more information on any of these issues we will, of course, be very happy to oblige.

We respectfully request that you acknowledge receipt of this letter by email to the above address, no later than Thursday 8th September.
Yours sincerely,
Hermon, Glogue & Llanfyrnach “Stop the Slurry Lagoon” Campaign
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