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DEAN & LITTLE CLIFTON PARISH COUNCILS


JOINT FORMAL RESPONSE TO PHASE ONE CONSULTATION ON PROPOSALS FOR LOSTRIGG SOLAR FARM


1. CONTEXT 

The Parish Councils of Dean and of Little Clifton recognise the role of solar energy described in the National Policy Statement for Renewable Energy Infrastructure (EN-3) and broadly welcome the opportunity to provide a host community for the Lostrigg Solar Farm and associated Battery Energy Storage System (BESS), as outlined in Lostrigg Solar Phase One Community Consultation documentation published in September 2024.

As explained in the consultation leaflet, the solar farm to be called Lostrigg Solar is located alongside the A595, between Little Clifton (which lies in Little Clifton Parish) and Branthwaite (which lies in Dean Parish).  The 460 hectare (4.6km2) development area covers a substantial part of the entire parish of Little Clifton.

The proposed development in Lostrigg valley will be visually dramatic and have a transformational impact on the landscape between the villages of Little Clifton, Bridgefoot and Branthwaite. It also potentially presents a number of opportunities, challenges and concerns for residents both in the construction and operation phases.

The proposed lifetime of 40 years for the solar farm, plus the construction and decommissioning timescales, means that the effects of this project on the community will span multiple generations.  This will take place against a background of climate change affecting both inhabitants and the natural environment.    

The structured response prepared by Lostrigg asks for feedback in 2 areas: comments on the early-stage proposals for Lostrigg Solar in general, and proposals for the Community Benefit Fund which will run through the 40-year operational life of the project if it proceeds.  Our response follows this structure.


2. COMMENTS ON THE EARLY-STAGE PROPOSALS FOR LOSTRIGG SOLAR.

Our comments recognise that the Lostrigg Solar proposals are at an early stage of development and that details are not yet available.  Rather than commenting on substance we are therefore limited to raising issues and concerns.  In particular we recognise that the arrangements and locations of the Battery Energy Storage System (BESS) are unclear at this stage.




2.1 Landscaping and Visual Impact

We welcome the proposals for screening in principle, but these will need local input as the proposals develop to ensure the screening is as effective as possible.  This will be particularly important during the winter months when deciduous plants have lost their leaves.  We also note that there is a balance to be struck between screening the Lostrigg Solar development and obscuring the broader views of the landscape that residents presently enjoy.  At this stage our concerns are chiefly associated with the impact looking south from New Road to the NW corner of the development area some 300m south of Clifton Green, and the general view looking north-north-east from Wadsworth Park and Fellview in Branthwaite towards Quarry Hill.  (We note that Branthwaite is obscured by the key on the Indicative Concept Masterplan which is unfortunate and may have misled some residents when they read the consultation material.)  There are also a number of individual properties within and on the edge of the Development Area which will need particular consideration.  Before the project reaches its Statutory Consultation Phase the Parish Councils would like to be involved in the selection of viewpoints for preparing Conceptual Visualisations of the development.


2.2 Biodiversity Enhancements

We welcome in principle the intention to deliver biodiversity enhancements, but we need more detail on the scope and scale of the proposals.  At this stage we would encourage the project to consider a number of factors 
· Expanding and improving existing nature-rich habiats within the development area.
· Using new planting and natural habitat to hold water, slow rainwater flow into Lostrigg Beck and thus reduce peak flows downstream during storm events to mitigate flood risk in Bridgefoot.
· Creating improved and attractive habitats and landscape where it can be accessed by existing Public Rights of Way and more particularly by the new network of Permissive Footpaths that has been proposed by the project.
· Linking existing woodland within and on the margins of the development.  Creating corridors for wildlife is widely recognised as a key part of supporting wildlife and enhancing habitats.  At the moment the proposals do not show all the existing areas of woodland within the Development Area being connected.  In addition the project team should consider how the biodiversity enhancements can best form corridors for nature to connect them with the wider landscale, in particular to the south where the Dean Moor Solar Farm will also be changing and improving the landscape and delivering new and improved habitats for nature.
· Using more shrubs and trees to provide more screening as well as biodiversity enhancement on the boundaries of the development.  At this stage the proposals focus on improvements chiefly along Lostrigg Beck and its tributories, which are naturally low-lying.  The Indicative Concept Masterplan does not show any significant new planting along the boundaries of the development.
· Addressing how climate change will affect the flora and fauna in Lostrigg Valley over the lifetime of the project, and designing the interventions and enhancements to help the natural world to adapt and/or be resilient to those changes.

When the project reaches its Statutory Consultation phase we expect the proposals for biodiversity enhancements to make clear how these factors have been addressed and balanced to reach the proposals that will be made.

It is not easy to assess the scale of the habitat enhancements and new planting from the Indicative Concept Masterplan.  At this stage they are shown as “potential” interventions only.  We expect the area of habitat enhancement to be substantial – by comparison the Dean Moor Solar Farm Statutory Consultation shows some 20% of its site being identified for mitigation and enhancement.

We recognise that there will be a short term, negative but reversable impact to the biodiversity of the site whilst it is being constructed and during decommissioning. These time periods of negative impact, and the heavily developed and cleared ground planned for BESS, should be taken into account when calculating which enhancements are going to be put into place. For example, where on the site to place the enhancements to achieve maximum benefit to the wildlife that is already on the site as well as supporting the development/introduction of new species to the site. We are concerned that the proposals so far lack ambition and we look forward to more detail on how and where enhancements will be made on the site.

The potential to develop further water features on the site should not be overlooked, as this would significantly increase the biodiversity of native plant, insect and animal species and habitat on the site further, while also providing necessary water for emergencies should the need ever arise (see comments under section 2.7 below).

It is not clear from the documentation whether at the time of decommissioning the land will revert to its former agricultural state.  If this means returning all the habitat it to its current state then it would seem a retrograde step to lose all the net biodiversity gains to be made during the life of the project.  We would like more clarity on this to confirm there will be no loss of biodiversity at the time of decommissioning.

We would like Lostrigg Solar to address in its Statutory Consultation how the biodiversity enhancements are to be monitored, managed and maintained over the life of the project to ensure the intended benefits are fully realised and sustained.


2.3  Environmental Assessment

The timeline presented by Lostrigg Solar shows the Environmental Surveys taking place between April and December of 2024.  We consider that the surveys should take place over a full 12 month period to fully assess the current conditions and natural environment in the location.

We expect the Environmental Assessment to not simply consider the “as is” condition of the natural environment, but also to address how those conditions would change over the next 50 years if the solar farm did not proceed.  This would allow the true impact of the project over its lifetime to be assessed.  The background of climate change must be factored into the Environmental Assessments.


2.4  Enhanced public recreation and access

We welcome the creation of new permissive footpaths within the full Development Area.  Access to open spaces is a key factor in the health of individuals and communities.  We will be pleased to provide more specific input into appropriate routes as the project develops.  As a general point of principle the new footpaths should:
· Primarily provide access to the existing and enhanced areas of wildlife habitat, not simply across grazing land through the arrays of solar panels.  Significant access to non-grazing areas will also make the paths more appropriate for dog-walkers if the land under the solar panel arrays is to be grazed.
· Link to suitable access points on the boundary and to the existing Public Rights of Way in the area.
· Create a network with walking loops.
· Introduce the public to the solar farm and to the local natural environment using suitably located information boards.


2.5 Flood risk and mitigation

Lostrigg Beck already has a reputation for flooding with some neighbouring properties already struggling to find affordable flood risk insurance.  Any increase in the risk posed by Lostrigg Beck must be avoided.  Against a background of Climate Change the threat from flooding is only likely to increase without intervention.

Increased and/or accelerated run-off from the Development Area into Lostrigg Beck will primarily be associated with hardstanding and impermeable surfaces which we understand will chiefly be associated with the BESS.  The scale and location of the BESS is not yet clear. We note that Flood Risk Assessments will be carried out as part of the Environmental Impact Assessment.   The effects of Climate Change over the life of the project must be factored into the Flood Risk Assessments that are conducted.

As described in section 2.2 above, there is a significant opportunity to use the landscaping and biodiversity enhancements to also deliver a benefit in terms of reducing flood risk.  The Indicative Concept Masterplan shows potential riparian habitat enhancement and potential water-meadow grassland being created.  As well as enhancing biodiversity these interventions should be designed to hold water, slow flow into Lostrigg Beck and thus reduce peak flows downstream during storm events to mitigate flood risk in Bridgefoot.  We would expect the Flood Risk Assessments to show the flood risk to Bridgefoot being reduced by following this approach.  From the viewpoint of the local community this should be an objective for the project, to be achieved if necessary by extending the area of new water-meadow and riparian habitat enhancement.


2.6 Light pollution and night-time working

We welcome the statements made by the Lostrigg Solar team that Infra-Red security lighting and cameras will be used during the operational phase of the project, rather than visible spectrum security lighting.  

We expect to see a similar approach of using Infra-Red security arrangements being used during the construction phase.

The documentation is silent at this stage on whether any night-time working will be involved during the construction phase.  We would like to see this avoided, at least in areas close to Little Clifton and Branthwaite.


2.7 Battery Safety 

As previously stated, the arrangements for the BESS are not yet clear from the consultation material provided.

We recognise that the BESS forms a substantial part of the business case for this project, and expect to have clarity on its nature, design, scale and location at the Statutory Consultation stage.

Lithium batteries are generally safe.  However, under certain conditions, they can catch fire.  Such fires are subject to thermal runaway, can be accelerated by electrical discharge and generate considerable heat and potentially toxic fumes.  It is important that the battery park is designed to minimise the risk of fire transmission between containers by ensuring adequate separation and preventing the accumulation of vegetation etc. between the containers.  The only effective firefighting solution is to isolate the casualty battery unit from the electrical network and cool the fire with copious water, either via an installed water mist system or by directed firehoses, until the fire dies down.

We expect the documentation at the Statutory Consultation stage to describe:  
· how the BESS will be laid out to minimise the fire risk; 
· how the presence of fires, or increases in fire hazard, will be monitored by the remote monitoring system; 
· what firefighting facilities including bulk water supplies will be included in the site design and whether these will be capable of initiation remotely; 
· how adequate access by fire appliances will be ensured throughout the life of the facility.  

Should a fire occur, the firefighting water will become contaminated with toxic chemicals. The project must address how the battery compounds will be bunded or otherwise protected to minimise run off of polluted water into the natural watercourses and the ground of the site.


2.8 Noise pollution

The High Volume Air Conditioning units built into the BESS units are potentially noisy, especially when the systems are working at high power either charging or discharging.  Such noise will be proportionate to the number of units installed, which is not specified in the consultation documents.  In addition to visual screening of the installation consideration needs to be given to installing acoustic screens to mitigate any noise nuisance to nearby properties.


2.9 Construction access 

No information has been provided on the access points that are being considered for the construction phase.  Access through Little Clifton or through Branthwaite should not be considered. Lostrigg High Bridge is an accident blackspot and its use should also be avoided.

The Indicative Concept Masterplan does not show whether or how there will be any crossing points of Lostrigg Beck within the Development Area, either during construction or during operation.  The impact of any such bridges on flood risk and on the natural environment must be carefully considered.  Without bridges it is not clear how the parts of the northern and central areas lying to the east of Lostrigg Beck could be accessed without impacting on Little Clifton or Branthwaite, either of which would be unacceptable.


2.10 Local employment and training

Local and sustainable employment, especially for young people, is important to our communities. We therefore look forward to seeing Lostrigg Solar’s proposals for maximising employment opportunities, not just during the construction period but throughout the site’s operation. In particular we are interested to learn how Lostrigg Solar can leverage RWE’s Apprenticeship Levy funding to train the next generation in green energy technologies, through working in partnership with local apprenticeship training providers.


3. PROPOSALS FOR THE COMMUNITY BENEFIT FUND

As previously stated, the proposed development at Lostrigg Solar will be visually dramatic and have a transformational impact on the landscape between the villages of Branthwaite and Little Clifton.  This will continue through the decades of the operational life of the installation, but will commence with the construction phase.

To offset this the Community Benefit package should also be transformative, substantial, proportionate to the commercial benefits to the developer/operator of both the solar panels and the BESS, and index linked.  It needs to be delivered locally in the host communities most affected by the Lostrigg Solar farm development, not diluted across a wider geographical area.  It should span all phases of the project, not just the operating phase.

The Community Benefit Fund must be considered separately from any compensation arrangements for the closest properties directly affected by the development.

The consultation has sought suggestions from the public for local initiatives that could be supported.  Rather than support ad hoc initiatives the Parish Councils wish to see a visionary and structured approach being taken.

It is appropriate for the local community to define its priorities (notably addressing the climate change agenda including the adapting to the impacts of climate change, community health and resilience, sustainability, and enhancing biodiversity and the natural environment) and therefore the types of projects that would be eligible for funding. In particular Dean and Little Clifton parish councils wish to work with Lostrigg Solar to develop and deliver a shared plan to make our communities’ energy consumption carbon neutral by 2037.  To support this we expect a proportionate Community Benefit Fund to be in place in two components, initially associated with the application, development and construction phases and secondly for the full operating and remediation phases of the development.

Projects eligible for community benefit funding should therefore:
· be associated with a shared long term Community Development Plan for the parishes of Dean and of Little Clifton, focused on achieving carbon neutrality;
· be aligned with the ambition of RWE to be net zero by 2040 to advance sustainability through economic, social and environmental well-being; and
· address the climate change agenda or the effects of climate change in the parishes, community health and resilience, sustainability or enhancing biodiversity and the natural environment.
The initial component of the Community Benefit Fund should:
· deliver positive transformational benefits within the host communities;
· deliver “flagship” projects which can be clearly attributed to the support of Lostrigg Solar and RWE.
The second ongoing component of the Community Benefit Fund should be sustainable over the life of the development and index linked.

Dean and Little Clifton Parish Councils will work in partnership to develop the shared Community Development Plan, informed by community engagement and relevant policy from Cumberland County Council.  The support and involvement of Lostrigg Solar in creating the Community Benefit Plan would be pivotal.

In terms of fund administration and governance, the Community Benefits package funded by Potato Pot Wind Farm Ltd is administered through the registered charity Grantscapes. We would like Lostrigg Solar to consider adopting the same arrangements as for Potato Pot, as this would avoid duplication, is already successfully established and operating, and has all the governance arrangements in place including the involvement of local community representatives. It would also have the added advantage of creating a larger combined funding pot, that could support bigger and more impactful projects for the community.

We note that the issue of Community Benefits for Renewable Energy Projects was the subject of a recent Westminster Hall debate, and that the Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Net Zero and Energy Security stated that the government is working on crafting comprehensive guidance for all renewable projects.  We believe the approach described above could provide an exemplar for how Community Benefits Funds for Renewable Energy Projects could and should be delivered. 







4.  CONCLUSIONS

[bookmark: _Hlk163814010]The Parish Councils of Little Clifton and of Dean broadly welcome the opportunity to provide a host community for the Lostrigg Solar Farm and associated Battery Energy Storage System.  

The Lostrigg Solar proposals are at an early stage of development and many details are not yet available.  However there are clearly potential benefits (e.g. reducing the flood risk posed by Lostrigg Beck) as well as disadvantages for the local host communities and our Parish Councils wish to work with Lostrigg Solar to increase the former and reduce the latter.

The impact on our landscape will be transformative, as we wish to work in partnership with Lostrigg Solar to produce and deliver a shared and commensurately transformative Community Development Plan supported by the Lostrigg Solar Community Benefit Fund.
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