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NNDC’s response to Inspector’s matters and issues
Key issues:

ix. Farm Diversification Policy EC1 – Is the policy consistent with PPS7 and RSS?  Is it over-restrictive given the need to encourage rural diversification?  How would the various criteria, including the floor space limit on new build, work in practice?

ix.1 The Government’s advice in respect of development in the countryside and farm diversification proposals is outlined in PPS7 [B24]. This advises that decisions on development proposals should be based on sustainable development principles.  New building development in the open countryside away from existing settlements, or outside areas allocated for development in development plans, should be strictly controlled. The Government's overall aim is to protect the countryside for the sake of its intrinsic character and beauty, the diversity of its landscapes, heritage and wildlife, the wealth of its natural resources, so it may be enjoyed by all.

ix.2 The PPS recognises that diversification into non-agricultural activities is vital to the continuing viability of many farm enterprises. Local planning authorities should be supportive of well-conceived farm diversification schemes for business purposes that contribute to sustainable development objectives and help to sustain the agricultural enterprise, and are consistent in their scale with their rural location. The PPS also advises that a supportive approach to farm diversification should not result in excessive expansion and encroachment of building development into the countryside. Planning authorities should encourage the re-use or replacement of existing buildings where feasible.
ix.3 Policy EC1 provides a supportive framework for farm diversification proposals allowing for a broad range of developments including the re-use of existing buildings and the erection of new buildings where proposals ‘contribute to sustaining the agricultural enterprise as a whole.’ As outlined in PPS7 diversification proposals are concerned with ensuring the continued viability of the farm businesses and should help to sustain the agricultural enterprise. Proposals for the re-use of buildings or the erection of buildings which have no connection with sustaining agriculture on the site do not constitute ‘diversification’ and would be determined in accordance other policies in the Core Strategy. The overall objective is to allow for new non agricultural uses which support the continued operation of the farm business.

ix.4 The PPS also requires that proposals should be consistent in their scale with their location, and should not result in excessive encroachment of building development in the countryside. The Council therefore considers it appropriate to adopt a policy framework which in the first instance encourages the re-use of existing buildings and, where this proves to be unfeasible, allows for the erection of new buildings to replace those that already exist, and further allows for the erection of small scale additional development on previously undeveloped sites. The Council considers that the figure of 250sqm represents a reasonable ‘allowance’ given the general presumption that building in the countryside should be strictly controlled and the Government’s overall objectives relating to sustainability and protecting the countryside for its intrinsic value.
ix.5 The building of dwellings in locations which are remote from facilities would not accord with the Government’s wider sustainable development objectives and would be contrary to the Council’s’ Spatial Strategy. Furthermore, the building of new self-contained holiday units would be contrary to policy EC8 which indicates that such accommodation will be treated as though they were permanent residential dwellings. The policy therefore specifically states that these types of use will not be treated as farm diversification (See Council Response to Session 24 [I31 ii]).


x. Re-use of rural buildings Policy EC2 – Is the policy consistent with PPS7 and RSS?  Is it over-restrictive given the need to encourage rural diversification?  Should residential conversion of rural buildings be permitted?  

x.1  The Council’s response to the issue of residential use of rural buildings is included in the response paper to Day 7 [I26(i)].
x.2  PPS7 supports the re-use of appropriately located and suitably constructed existing buildings in the countryside where this would meet sustainable development objectives. The PPS indicates that the re-use for economic development purposes will usually be preferable, but residential conversions may be appropriate in some locations, and for some types of building. In setting criteria for the assessment of applications the PPS requires that account be taken of:

· the potential impact on the countryside and landscapes and wildlife;

· specific local economic and social needs and opportunities;

· settlement patterns and accessibility to service centres, markets and housing;

· the suitability of different types of buildings, and of different scales, for re-use;

· the need to preserve, or the desirability of preserving, buildings of historic or architectural importance or interest, or which otherwise contribute to local character.

x.3 The PPS advises that ‘Local Planning Authorities should be particularly supportive of the re-use of existing buildings that are adjacent or closely related to country towns and villages, for economic or community uses, or to provide housing in accordance with the policies in PPG3.’ 
x.4 Policy EC2 recognises that existing buildings in rural areas are a valuable resource which can often be suitable for re-use for another purpose. In accordance with PPS7 the Council will normally favour the re-use of these buildings for commercial or community purposes. 
x.5 There are a substantial number of traditional and soundly built former agricultural buildings in North Norfolk (particularly flint barns), many of which are capable, at least in principle, of being converted to dwellings. Residential use of these buildings is not permissible under current Local Plan policy but many have been converted to self-contained holiday accommodation (over 500 units in the past ten years). The evidence therefore suggests that if residential conversion of all of these buildings were to be permitted it could result in a substantial number of additional dwellings. Most of these are located in remote rural locations where access to key community facilities is limited. The conversion of such buildings would not comply with the Council’s’ Spatial Strategy (See Council response to Sessions 3,4 and 13).
x.6 The Council however considers that the re-use of buildings for residential purposes, where the building is closely related to a selected settlement, and is otherwise suitable for conversion, would be sustainable and would comply with the objectives of the Spatial Strategy to locate most housing development in locations where residents enjoy convenient access to facilities (See Day 7 [I26(i)]). 



xi. Extensions to existing businesses in the countryside Policy EC3 - Is the policy consistent with PPS7 and RSS?  How would the question of appropriate scale of expansion be addressed in a consistent way?  Does this require clarification?  Is the Bacton Gas Terminal (BGT) likely to need to expand beyond its present defined boundary?  If BGT contracted in its geographical extent how should the surplus land be regarded?

xi.1  PPS7 requires that Local Planning Authorities set out in LDDs their criteria for permitting economic development in different locations, including the future expansion of business premises, to facilitate healthy and diverse economic activity in rural areas. New building outside of defined built up areas is general discouraged as being unsustainable and adversely affecting the character of the countryside. 
xi.2 North Norfolk has a diverse rural economy and there are many established businesses of different scales located within the countryside. To support this rural economy it is appropriate to allow for the extension of existing businesses provided such extensions have regard to their rural settings. Policy EC3 incorporates two principles, namely, that proposals should be proportionate (in scale with the existing), and, secondly, that they should not be detrimental to the character of the area. These criteria clearly express the overall objective of carefully controlling the impacts of such development whilst allowing for the specific circumstances that are relevant to each site to be taken into account.
xi.3 Out of functional necessity the Bacton Gas Terminal occupies a coastal location outside of any of the selected settlements where normally all types of new build development should be resisted. The Council recognises the exceptional reasons for this development in this location and policy EC3 allows for further expansion of the facilities within the existing terminal complex. Expansion beyond the current site boundary is the subject of widespread local opposition and as a general principle is something the Council would wish to avoid. Policy EC3 therefore positively supports further development within the existing terminal complex, clearly indicating that this is the Council’s preference. However, the policy is also flexible as it does not specifically exclude the possibility of expansion of the terminal complex beyond its current boundaries, should an appropriate case be made.
xi.4 In the event that the terminal complex closes, or that activities are substantially reduced, the Council would not regard the site as a suitable location for alternative types of development. Given the rural location of the site and the poor quality highway access, alternative development would not comply with the Council’s Spatial Strategy. Furthermore the site lies in an area where there are risks of coastal erosion. The Council is suggesting a precautionary approach to new development in such locations. Hence the Core Strategy does not designate the site as a General Employment Area and any surplus land would be subject to the Council’s policies relating to development in the Countryside (SS2) and the Coastal Erosion Constraint Area (EN11).
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