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ANNEX 1

Sonning Eye Action Group (SEAG) object on following grounds; (A full copy of the letter is available in the Members Resource Centre).

Validity of 'minor extension’

Cannot legitimately be considered a minor extension as:

site is geographically distinct from the current works, on land not historically controlled by the applicants

The applicants are committing to huge expenditure for just 370,000 tonnes of aggregate  – it is plainly a stepping stone to much greater reserves beyond

OCC Policy SD2 states that small extensions should comply with Local Plan policies. We believe the application is in conflict with the policies of the South Oxfordshire Local Plan, which identifies the application site as falling within the ‘Thames Valley and Fringes’ landscape character area (‘including the flat valley floor’). Policy C3 states that ‘the distinctive character of the River Thames and the settlements on its banks will be maintained’. Policy C4 states that ‘development which would damage the attractive landscape setting of the settlements of the district will not be permitted’. Policy CON10 states that ‘the Council will not grant permission for development which would harm the character or appearance of a conservation area’. The application would have a material effect on the setting of the Sonning Eye Conservation Area.

Supply requirement

Current Minerals Plan states in paragraph 7.49 that ‘planning permission will not normally be granted’ in this area. The Oxfordshire Structure Plan Consultation Response March 2004 Report (Head of Sustainable

Development) states:

* Gravel requirements for the county have decreased by 13%. Additional requirement for South Oxfordshire is now estimated between 1 and 5M tonnes

Location of ‘Caversham Quarry’ rules it out as an area to serve the wider South Oxfordshire market. Four other areas could provide the gravel elsewhere. Many alternative sources of supply in the Reading area with much better transport links. Extension does not meet a local (South

Oxfordshire) demand.

Highways aspects

The B481, on to which it is proposed a new access will be created, is one of the busiest ‘B’ roads in the county. Three options proposed for transporting aggregate across the road - most economical option will if possible be selected. Regret applicant’s failure to disclose their preferred and the most contentious option. Conveyor underpass is clearly the most expensive, therefore, least likely to be implemented -would also have a major impact on traffic flow. There is little mention of ongoing traffic flow monitoring and how this would be managed.

A pumped pipe crossing is unproven technology, with no assessment of the noise impact of loading by lorry of the sump. A crossing with traffic light control on the extremely busy B481 is simply impractical.

We believe the most likely and cost effective solution is a conveyor overbridge, which would have the largest impact both on the community and on passing traffic both in the way of visual impact noise and dust impact and will remain for the life of the project – which we believe to be potentially far greater than the three years the application requires.

Applicants provide no cap to the total number of lorry movements justifiable under ‘enhanced or market conditions’. Their estimate equates to 14 lorries per hour. These figures are neither supportable nor ‘acceptable’ (Lafarge BTS p10).

Lafarge’s application describes a change in course of the B481, which currently supports around 13,000 vehicle movements per day. Removal of significant amounts of hedgerow is proposed: unacceptable and in conflict with the policies of the South Oxfordshire Local Plan, which identifies the application site as falling within the ‘Thames Valley and Fringes’ landscape character area. Policy C3 states ‘the distinctive character of the River Thames and the settlements on its banks will be maintained’. No indication has been given of the additional noise impact on adjacent properties due to traffic flow and hedgerow loss.

Working Hours

Visual and noise disruption will be concentrated on spring and summer months The current plan indicates working hours of 7 AM to 6 PM Monday to Friday and 7 AM to 1PM Saturday. This is an extension to Lafarge’s current working hours at their existing facility and is totally unacceptable 

Environmental and Flooding

A herd of roe deer is regularly seen on the site and the disruption consent to this application would cause to their habitat would be devastating. Evidence of white-clawed crayfish classified as Vulnerable on the IUCN Red List (according to Lafarge’s documentation a further survey was required). A further survey has not been provided and is urgently required.

Local people believe they have for some time seen otters on the site on a regular basis. Lafarge should have described the potential impact of their proposed workings on this protected species. We believe this would be highly detrimental.

Although some hedgerows would be preserved, there are significant losses of mature hedgerow of particular interest and also of mature trees. This loss will have a detrimental effect on the landscape setting of Sonning Eye and Playhatch (SODC policy C4)

We challenge the claims made for the limited visibility of the site from adjacent properties. Several would suffer considerable visual intrusion and ‘Botany Bay’  the Flowing Spring PH and Lakeside Cottages in particular. This is proven by the applicants’ own photographs within the landscape assessment which show clear views across the site. Alternatively, bunds of massive size and height would be required to screen these properties which are sited much higher than the proposed workings. 

The applicants admit that the construction of bunds would have flooding implications during the working and we are not satisfied that simply aligning them with the flow of flood water is sufficient protection for the Sonning Eye Conservation Area and nearby properties. This is a particular concern given the likelihood that the applicants will seek an extension to the extraction period. We are further concerned that the removal of permeable aggregate and its replacement with clayey sub-soil (as part of the restoration) will have a significant hydrological affect and may worsen flooding in the area.

Archaeology

Significant finds have been identified. The desk-based survey is limited to only 500m around the site, ignoring the adjacent Sonning Eye Conservation Area with its listed buildings and previous finds (rare lead cistern in Reading Museum) A second investigation by Oxford Archaeology identifies a burial site on land never deeply ploughed. The report highlights the fact that further work is required to identify a possible settlement and yet there is no provision for this work in the application. Many finds including ancient timbers on a waterlogged site and seeds, charcoal and bone are hardly mentioned in the report and are potentially very worth of further investigation. 

Post-Completion

The restoration plans are ambitious but it is impossible to re-create a natural environment. The projected use of the former works as an amenity area and car parking for fishing lacks an adequate management plan and contains no thought for the security of houses in close proximity.

The proposed new access on to Spring Lane is impractical and hazardous. No management plan or budget is included for this part of the site.

Lafarge Reliability

The company have acknowledged (conversation with Keith Wharmby Senior Planning & Estates Manger) that they plan to seek permission for digging towards Shiplake where 11m tonnes of gravel lies waiting to be exploited.

In spite of ambitious claims for environmental credibility: The current site is poorly managed: inadequate control of public access,fly tipping, arson at the Reading Sailing Club, litter, and vandalism. 

The former Folly pit at Sonning Eye has not yet been adequately restored and bunds are still retained with detrimental impact on the capacity of the flood plain. Any restoration has been carried out by third parties (Sailing Club, Marina, and Rowing Course). Lafarge have passed on the responsibility for restoration to publicly funded bodies such as Sport England and the ARA which manage the Rowing Course. We are therefore unconvinced by current restoration plans and their timetable. There is ample opportunity for the creation of wetland and other desirable habitats on the current Lafarge site.

Currently permitted working hours are regularly exceeded on the current site.

Lafarge have misdescribed the site as being in Caversham when in fact it is adjacent to the Sonning Eye Conservation Area and its impact would be keenly felt on the rural communities of Sonning, and Playhatch with potential onward  impact on Shiplake and Binfield Heath parishes. As a result of this misdescription OCC had limited consultation plans, including only those like Reading likely to be disinterested in the plan.

Conclusion

This application is in no way a legitimate extension to the current site and should be treated as a new operation with the intention of moving towards Shiplake in the future. The only proper way to review these proposals is within the county minerals plan.

At an exhibition in 2003 to launch the plan, Mr Keith Wharmby, senior planning officer for Lafarge, admitted that ‘they would really like to get across Spring Lane and through to Shiplake’ and confirmed that their true objective is the gravel extraction towards Shiplake. This extension is a stepping stone and should be rejected and a proper application is put in, not as an extension to the existing site, but as a new dig for the triangle moving up to Shiplake. This would ensure proper consideration could be taken for the whole intended plan of Lafarge. 

Lafarge has shown that it is not reliable in its post-completion activities and proposes to destroy an area of unspoilt natural beauty and of considerable environmental and archaeological merit on the unconvincing promise of the creation of an unsecured area of man-made beauty.

Inadequate provision has been made for archaeological exploration, the protection of natural habitats, and impact on the community of noise, dust, and traffic.

Lafarge has been digging in this area to supply sand and gravel to counties beyond South Oxfordshire for over 50 years: a significant area of natural landscape has already been lost forever. We believe there is no need to continue this process since the site is poorly located to meet South Oxfordshire’s gravel requirements and furthermore because demand in the area has decreased.
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