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Dear Mr Lamb
Surrey Minerals Development Framework 2004-2016 

Report on Potential Mineral Zones for Extraction of Sand and Gravel

PMZ12 Watersplash Farm/PMZ13 Vicarage Farm

1. We are writing in response to your request for comments on the verification of the information contained in the above report and more specifically in relation to PMZ12 and PMZ13 on behalf of Sunbury and Shepperton Against Gravel Extraction (SSAGE).  The group believes that the report’s comments and conclusions are seriously misguided in that they lack vital information and fail in essence to understand the potential risks and dangers to the locality and its population. 

2. SSAGE (Sunbury and Shepperton Against Gravel Extraction)
2.1 SSAGE has been formed by local residents who are fundamentally against the principle of gravel extraction from sites PMZ12 and PMZ13.  We cite destruction of the area’s rural heritage, proven risks to the community’s health and safety, certainty of irreparable ecological and environmental damage and the assault on residents’ private amenity.  The group represents over 2000 residents living in the locality of the two sites.  SSAGE is working closely with the Lower Sunbury Residents Association (LOSRA).
In the short period of time since the group was formed on 25 February 2005, we estimate that our awareness campaign has generated in the order of 1000 responses to PMZs 12 and 13.  However, we believe that this is only a fraction of the opposition to this development.  For example, our website (www.ssage.org.uk), set up only three weeks ago, has received over 1,300 visitors.  We deplore the lack of communication from SCC to the Sunbury and Shepperton communities regarding these proposals.   In response to concerned enquiries from residents as to how they could best respond in the short time period available, we prepared a standard letter of response to SCC which is attached as Appendix 1.
3. Verification of Information
3.1 It is crucial that SCC evaluates the main issues now and not when a planning application is submitted. An independent environmental impact assessment should now be carried out and reports made available for public scrutiny.

3.2
We ask SCC to consider the following issues:

3.2.1

Green Belt


Whilst the report identifies PMZ12 and PMZ13 as being located in Green Belt it fails to recognise the important role that green belt plays in this instance. The green belt fulfils a classic green belt function separating the built-up areas and providing a "green lung". The importance of protecting green belt in the locality has been endorsed by the Secretary of State in a number of  previous public inquiries. The preservation of green belt land is vital to protecting the character of the area (PPG2) and is underpinned by Spelthorne Borough Council's Local Plan.

3.2.2

Loss of Agricultural Land


PMZ12 is an active Grade 1 Agricultural Land Farm. According to the Scoping Report for the Environmental Assessment of Waste Development Document for Surrey (ERM 2004) the county of Surrey has a small proportion of agricultural land that falls into grades 1 or 2 of the Agricultural Land Classification. It seems misplaced therefore that the County Council can consider the loss of 39.6 hectares of prime agricultural land.


Moreover, it is incomprehensible that, following mineral extraction, a restoration programme can return the land to a "similar, if not better, standard of agricultural land". Quite how this can be achieved and over what period of time it will take needs further detailed investigation and clarification. 


PMZ13 is similarly of considerable value. It is classified Grade 2 agricultural land and provides valuable horse related recreational activities. The report refers to Vicarage Farm as being used for horse grazing. What it fails to understand is the farm provides stabling and is a highly respected riding school. It is an extremely popular facility providing a highly valued local recreational facility, which cannot be replaced. Both sites fulfil the objectives of PPG7 and are protected under Spelthorne Borough Council's Local Plan (Policy RU20).

3.2.3

Nature Conservation


Mineral extraction will have a devastating effect on the character and nature of the local environment. County Council and Borough Council policies seek to protect and enhance the county's landscape in order to preserve its natural beauty and amenity value. We question how extensive gravel extraction can possibly meet this policy objective.

The River Ash, which dissects Watersplash Farm, is designated as a site of Nature Conservation Importance (SNCI) and is recognised by the Environment Agency as one of the top 10% of the UK’s watercourses.  Diverting such a significant channel would be wholly inappropriate and cause the certain destruction of  all plant and river life.  Reports have been received by SSAGE that the River Ash is home to newts. As certain species are protected a survey of the river should be undertaken. 

Gravel extraction on the scale proposed will affect the ecological interest of this site, both directly and indirectly. Added to this the River Ash is a distinctive landscape feature and as a resource and recreational facility requires careful protection. 

Bats have been observed flying from the direction of Vicarage Farm towards Watersplash Farm. The Surrey Bat Group and The Bat Conservation Trust suggest that the farm buildings on both farms may be used as roosts. Both groups must be consulted and surveys conducted over summer and winter months.

3.2.4

Flooding


The area around Sunbury and Shepperton has suffered from severe flooding in past years with some of the worst flooding in the winter of 2002/2003. It is acknowledged by the statutory agencies that the problem will only get worse unless drastic changes are taken on how we manage and control development and surface water in areas liable to flooding. The Environment Agency reassessed the River Thames flood plain in April 2003 and areas defined by PMZ12 and PMZ13 are now included within areas liable to flooding from the River Thames and the River Ash.


Both sites sit above a major acquifer. Excavation of these sites will destroy the ability for surface water to drain away properly and will therefore contribute to and exacerbate the risk of flooding. In addition, working these sites will pose a serious threat to the contamination of ground water and an increased risk of disease.  Leptospirosis icterohaemorrhagica  (Weil’s disease) is already a significant risk on the Sunbury reach of the Thames and this risk may increase.
3.2.5

Private Amenity


The effects of mineral extraction from PMZ12 and PMZ13 will have a devastating impact on the quality of life in the three communities of Halliford, Shepperton and Sunbury. In excess of 2000 residential homes are situated in the immediate locality of both sites.  The private amenity of thousands of people will be severely compromised by noise, pollution, dust and continual traffic.   What steps will SCC take to compensate residents for this loss?
The report notes the need for margins and bunds, but fails to set out the extent to which the real impact of working would have on the surrounding area. Whilst the report notes the need for margins and bunds, it is clearly obvious that a 4 metre bund will offer little, if no protection against the noise, dust and pollution of the aggressive industrial activity of mineral extraction and subsequent infilling.  What steps would SCC then take to protect those 200 houses which directly front the site within 10 metres?  From a less important, but aesthetic perspective, even landscaped bunds are totally out of character with the landscape.    


In addition, Vicarage Farm abuts Sunbury Cemetery. The peace and tranquillity currently afforded the cemetery will be lost and will add to the distress of visiting family and friends.

3.2.6

Noise and Air Pollution


The areas around PMZ12 and PMZ13 suffer from very high levels of noise and air pollution. The report recognises this by referring to the fact they are both located within Spelthorne's AQMA. The principle contributor to pollution is the very high level of road traffic in the area. The problem has been growing with the net effect that the area is progressively becoming a worse place in which to live and not a better one as prescribed by the Surrey Structure Plan which "aims to improve the quality of life for everyone".

The areas around PMZ12 and PMZ13 have the highest density of schools in the county.   Some 6000 children attend 7 schools in the locality.  The increased traffic levels from HGV's will present a considerable health and safety risk to this vulnerable component of the population.


We have consulted the Primary Care Trust at Sunbury. They have expressed major reservations at the prospect of mineral extraction in a highly populated area and have written to you under separate cover.  It is proven that fine particulate air pollution (fpap) escaping from gravel pit mining and from the inevitable HGVs servicing them cause respiratory disease.  It is incumbent upon Surrey County Council to demonstrate that they can prevent any attendant health hazard to the local community before PMZ12 and PMZ13 are included in the Minerals Development Framework.

3.2.7

Traffic


The area does not have the necessary infrastructure to support the volume of heavy traffic involved with such an activity, even with the proposed additions to the existing network.   The report makes the obvious acknowledgement that the roads through Upper Halliford and running along the south of Vicarage Farm are unsuitable for gaining access to and removing material from PMZ13.   However, it states that the most appropriate access point to PMZ12 would be from an extension to the already badly congested Gaston Bridge Road/Green Lane roundabout.   What the report fails to recognise is that Shepperton town adjoins the boundary of PMZ12 with a high concentration of residential homes. Taking access from this roundabout to service both sites would create intolerable living conditions for those residents.


To put this into some sort of context we calculate that to extract 3.1 million tonnes of minerals from both sites would generate in the order of 280,000 lorry movements. This does not allow for plant and machinery needed to extract or move material around the sites. Furthermore, it does not account for the traffic that will be generated to infill the excavations, which, because of the type of infill material commonly used will amount to more than doubling overall lorry movements to what could be in excess of 600,000.


It is incomprehensible how the County Council can consider these proposals when the Highways Agency accepts that Gaston Bridge Road and Marshall's Roundabout, on the south east boundary of PMZ12, are operating in excess of full capacity. Matters will only be made worse if plans proceed to extend the local waste station services at Charlton Lane, less than 1/3 of a mile away.

3.2.8

Local Employment


The land included in PMZ12 and PMZ13 contain a broad mix of business use from market gardening and horticultural to recreational. The development of these sites will result in their permanent loss.


Each of these businesses provides much valued local employment.  This cannot be said of mineral extraction which is less labour intensive and draws employment from outside the area.


The proposals would lead to long term damage of the local economy.

4 Conclusion

4.1 
SSAGE objects to the County Council's proposal to consider PMZ12 and PMZ13 in the Surrey Minerals Development Framework (2004-2006).

· The report fails to set the available quantities of gravel in each site against the perceived need and the relative environmental impact of working each site. We believe the potential total tonnage from these sites is minimal when compared to other possible PMZ sites under consideration for mineral extraction.

· No consideration has been given to what will happen to these sites when extraction is complete. The detrimental impact on the quality of our lives will continue if not worsen. Extraction and infill will take decades and the scars left behind will take many years to heal. This is all too evident in the workings that are or have already taken place in the borough.

· There has been a failure to assess the cumulative effects from all sources of development over time on the communities that live in the area. This is yet another example of the failure to engage in joined-up planning.

· More than 40% of the open land in the borough of Spelthorne has been, or is, subject of gravel extraction. This is not sustainable and must not be allowed to continue.

· Of the 27 potential sites identified by Surrey MDF, over 20% of these are in Spelthorne. Why should this be allowed to continue when Spelthorne seems to always fulfil Surrey's requirements to provide sand and gravel? There are more appropriate locations with considerably greater tonnage and less impact on urban areas elsewhere in the county.

· Both sites make a significant contribution towards the local environment, landscape and ecology.

· In excess of 2000 homes will be directly affected by these proposals, and many hundreds more will suffer as a result of traffic, air and noise pollution.

· Working both sites will threaten the complex hydrology of ground water leading to increased flooding and the strong likelihood of contamination.

Whilst most of the detail about the sites in the reports is correct, there is other vitally important information omitted which make the whole substance of the officers’ recommendations fundamentally flawed.  This development is of grave concern to local residents who quite rightly feel that their quality of life, local heritage, environment, safety and health are threatened.  Amazingly, Surrey County Council, whose stated mission is ‘Putting people first’, has not considered how these proposals will blight the communities of Sunbury, Shepperton and Halliford.  
We call upon SCC to act promptly and appropriately by excluding these two zones from inclusion in the Surrey Minerals Development Framework.
We should like to request a meeting with you to examine our perspective and look forward to hearing how SCC intend to engage SSAGE as a key stakeholder in the consultative process.
Yours sincerely

Mr N A Hutchings

Chairman

Cc: 

      David Wilshire MP

      Cllr. N Skellet - Leader of Surrey CC 

      Cllr. I Beardsmore

                Cllr. J Maxwell 

                Cllr. F Davies

      Cllr. G Ceaser

      Cllr. A Hirst

                Cllr. Mrs M Hyams

                Cllr. R Colison-Crawford

                Cllr. C Strong

      Cllr. E Culnane

      Cllr. Mrs J Wood-Dow       

      Dr. R Shaw – Chief Executive

      C McCarthy – Executive Director of Sustainable Development
Reply to:

101 Halliford Road

Sunbury

TW16 6DN

01932 789987

nick@ssage.org.uk
Appendix 1

Letter of response to SCC
