The Wildlife Trust for Lancashire Manchester and North Merseyside

Response to William Sinclair’s Environmental Statement

 on Peat Extraction at Chat Moss

Executive summary

Overview

In their Environmental Statement,  William Sinclair Horticulture Ltd have attempted to demonstrate that continuation of peat extraction at Chat Moss is a better option than extracting peat elsewhere, which they clearly see as the only alternative.  This document sets out to demonstrate that this is a false choice.  It highlights the enormous damage caused by peat extraction at this site, both in terms of lost opportunity to restore immediately to lowland raised bog habitat, and due to the enormous carbon emissions from the extracted peat and from the bare peat that is left behind.  In addition it argues that there are perfectly valid alternatives to peat based composts.  William Sinclairs themselves manufacture an excellent peat free product , featured in the Gardening Which report produced in March 2010, which found that all three of the best performing composts were peat free, whereas the worst performing compost was ironically 100% peat.  In other words, peat extraction at this site is not only extremely damaging, but it is also unnecessary.  There are adequate peat reserves elsewhere, and valid alternatives are now available, and could be increased in quantity.

William Sinclairs repeatedly claim in the Environmental Statement that the “amenity after-use” specified in the current planning consent means that they are not required to restore to lowland raised bog.  The Trust refutes this claim and points out that “amenity” was a catch all designation which was always intended to lead to restoration to lowland raised bog.  Regrettably, Sinclairs have failed to comply with a key clause in the consent which required them to agree a restoration plan with Salford CC by June 2008.  Rather than delivering the required restoration, Sinclairs are trying to present it as a new feature to be delivered in 15 years time when another 2 metres of peat has been removed from the site.  The Trust argues that this is totally unacceptable.  It urges the Council to reject the application, to enforce the conditions of the current consent, and to impose penalties for the historic breaches of consent conditions that have led to over extraction of peat from the southern part of the site beyond the 2 metre limit.

Introduction

In this section the applicants attempt to set the general context for their application, but some worrying traits immediately emerge.    Details are provided of a peat depth survey carried out in 2008.  The Trust finds it unacceptable that current peat depth data has not been provided, particularly so since it is a condition of the current consent that peat depth surveys should be carried out annually and reported regularly to Salford CC.  The applicants and their predecessors (who now form part of William Sinclairs) were clearly in breach of their consent conditions in not providing this regular peat depth data.  In addition there was a great deal of highly unusual peat extraction activity over the winter of 2009/10 and the Trust has no way of ascertaining whether this activity was carried out within the conditions of the existing consent, and what impact it had on peat depths on the site.

Sinclairs commit to “meet or exceed all relevant environmental legal requirements”, but regrettably there have been persistent breaches of the consent both at this site and other sites on Chat Moss such as Astley Moss East.  The Trust has already drawn these breaches to the attention of Salford CC and Wigan BC and feels that they should be taken into account when the Council considers the proposed development.

The applicants also outline their argument that it is better from a carbon emissions viewpoint to extract peat at Chat Moss rather than overseas.  The Trust totally refutes this argument.  The obvious answer to protecting peat bogs is to stop extracting peat from them, not to go and extract it somewhere else!  In addition, it is clear from the applicants’ own figures that the contribution from transport is very small indeed when compared  to the total carbon footprint associated with peat extraction at Chat Moss.

Site Description and Setting

In this section the applicants attempt to set out the physical context of the site, and touch on the options for restoration at Chat Moss and other sites.

The only effective restoration carried out on the site has been by the Trust on the 12 Yards Road site leased to Salford CC and managed on their behalf by the Trust.  Although an area of the peat extraction site has been flooded,  this is not as part of an agreed restoration plan, despite representations by the Trust.

Similarly the Trust strongly disputes that the nearby Astley Moss East site has an effective restoration plan.  It  will finish up as an area of open water several metres deep, fringed by peat.  The Trust do not believe that proper restoration of the whole site is feasible, because of the removal of the central core of the bog, the loss of 30% of the site, and the consequent changes to the hydrology and water chemistry.

In this section, the company introduce the options for after-use of the Chat Moss site and assert that “amenity use” does not mean restoration to lowland raised bog.  This is a crucial point which the Trust strongly disputes.  At the time that planning permissions were issued, the alternative designations for the after-use of the site were agriculture, forestry or amenity (which covered all other uses).  The Trust’s clear understanding, backed up by numerous references in the Section 106 agreement and elsewhere (see letter from Salford CC dated 21st January 2008), all indicated that the intended final use of the site was restoration to lowland raised bog.

In any event, this would have been resolved in discussion with Salford CC if William Sinclairs had complied with the planning condition to agree a restoration plan with Salford by June 2008.  Salford CC have made it clear to the Trust, backed up by the Mossland Vision and other documents such as the draft Core Strategy, that their vision for the site is restoration to lowland raised bog.

Planning Context

In this section, the applicants set out the relevant planning guidance and policies and attempt to show that the development meets the relevant criteria.

The Trust refutes this and demonstrates how key considerations have been ignored.  One material consideration that Salford CC should be taking into account is the over-riding need to fight climate change by reducing carbon emissions.

The issue of climate change is a very material and relatively new consideration that has not been part of the decision making process of previous applications.  All government policies and planning scenarios now seek to reduce carbon emissions and conduct business more sustainably.  Guidance notes such as Minerals Guidance MPG 13 are some 15 years old and are in urgent need of review, (planned by Defra to commence in  2010).  The planning context should be to look to the future, and to embrace the government’s clear aspirations to fight climate change, not to cling on to the past, referring to outdated planning documents to perpetuate an unsustainable and damaging activity such as peat extraction.  

The Environmental Statement rightly highlights the importance of climate change as an issue, but fails to highlight the statement in PPS1 that says: “Where there is any difference in emphasis on climate change between the policies in this PPS and others in the national series this is intentional and this PPS takes precedence.”

In considering whether or not to grant permission for this application, the Planning Committee will doubtless be taking into account whether there is actually a need for the peat that will be produced.  Having looked at the figures, it is very clear that using the government’s own figures, there is a vast over-production of peat.  Peat extractors are producing far more than the government has decided is necessary.

The Government target is for 90% of the materials used in growing media and soil improvers to be non-peat by 2010 (target in the Lowland Raised Bog HAP).  The aim of this target was to dramatically reduce peat use, and hence peat extraction.  

The latest Defra peat monitoring data (ADAS and Enviros Report for Defra 2007) show that the total market volume for Growing Media and Soil Improvers is 6.61 million m3.  So 10% of that is 661,000 m3, which is the total volume of peat that Government stipulates should be used in the UK after 2010.  Furthermore, the same report also shows that only 43% of the peat used in the UK comes from UK bogs - 54% from the Republic of Ireland, and 3% from northern Europe.  

This effectively sets the total volume requirement for UK sourced peat to approx 285,000 m3.  Yet the Defra report also shows that in 2007, there was 1,308,400 m3 of UK-extracted peat in the market.  So we are currently massively overproducing, by roughly 4.5 times, over Government requirements for domestic peat production.  In the circumstances, there is clearly no case, based on need, for continuation of extraction at Chat Moss. 

This view is backed up by the Greater Manchester Minerals Plan Issues and Options Report which states:

“Policy EM7 of the Regional Spatial Strategy indicates that plans and strategies should make provision for a supply of minerals to meet the requirements of national planning guidance.  However, existing planning permissions for peat extraction last until 2042 and this was acknowledged by the Growing Media Association at the Examination in Public for the Regional Spatial Strategy as being sufficient to meet the needs of industry up to that time .  Given that the existing permissions are valid until beyond the Minerals Plan timeframe, it not proposed to allocate any new sites or extensions to existing sites for peat extraction.”  

In summary of this key point, more up to date documents than MPG 13 at both local and national level attest that there are sufficient peat reserves, that can meet demand from existing permissions.  There is therefore no need for new permissions, and especially not in the context of the increased use of non peat based composts and the damaging environmental impact of continued extraction.

In the Trust’s view, one other highly relevant document  is the draft Salford CC Core Strategy, which states “… additional peat extraction beyond the existing planning permissions will not be granted. The significant amount of time required to implement those existing peat extraction permissions will provide sufficient opportunity for alternative and more sustainable sources of horticultural products to be identified.”    To go against this, even though it is not finalised, would be a travesty, and a betrayal of legitimate public interests and expectations.  It would also go against the Greater Manchester Minerals Plan Issues and Options Report. 

Finally, the Trust disputes that there has been “no significant objection” to the current development.     William Sinclairs are well aware of the sustained opposition to peat extraction from the Trust, who represent some 19,000 members in the area.  The objections about the falling surface of the land around local properties is surely also significant and should have been mentioned in the report.  The Trust prefers to focus on the positive activities such as restoration, rather than negative activities such as “objecting”.  In addition, the Trust’s view is that there is a very significant and rising level of objection in the local community.  This application is a test of the level of feeling both locally and nationally.  

Development Proposals

The key issue arising from this section of the Environmental Statement, which is intended to be a simple summary of what is actually proposed, was the question of peat depths.  

The developer appears to be offering as a new feature something that is already catered for in the existing consent, namely the 2m limit.  However, it is clear that the applicant does not regard the limit as an absolute minimum value, meaning that nowhere would be there less than 2m remaining.  The Environmental Statement seems to suggest that it would be sufficient to meet the limit “over much of the site”.   In particular, the Trust takes great exception to the map CM 4/2 showing the proposed final peat thickness.  This shows large areas of peat thickness less than 2m which would be a further fragrant and very significant breach of the consent.  The Trust urges the Council to require the developers to produce a new final depth map which is in compliance with the 2m condition,  (except of course for those parts where historical breaches of the consent have already resulted in less than 2m depth of peat).  

The other key point was the question of restoration to amenity use which is dealt with above.  The applicants suggest that there is a conflict between the current consent and the UDP, but the Trust refutes this suggestion.  The only conflict is with the applicant’s interpretation of the word amenity.

Restoration

The Trust’s position is that we would like to see the site restored to lowland raised bog now not in 15 years time. We have considerable experience in lowland raised bog restoration and are keen to enter into dialogue with the developers over restoration plans.  We are disappointed at the failure of the company to consult over its restoration plans.

Hydrology and Hydrogeology

This section of the Environmental Statement deals with the potential changes to the hydrology of the site arising from the development.  It looks in some detail at the risks of flooding etc.,  but in the Trust’s view deals very inadequately with the much greater risk of drying out of adjacent land.  The suggestion that the zone of influence of the major drainage ditches is only 10.6 m is patently an underestimate bearing in mind the existing severe impact on soil shrinkage in the land surrounding the properties to the west of the site.  (It does not even seem to be borne out by the applicants own data from Table 6/8).  The owners of these properties have reported cracks in their gardens “Ten feet deep and two feet wide” and more worryingly year on year drops in the level of the land immediately under the houses.  It is a serious omission that these complaints do not feature in the Environmental Statement.  

The main concern from the Trust regarding hydrology is that the potential impact of further extraction on the adjacent 12 Yards Road site has been ignored.  The risk of drying out is seriously underplayed in Table 6/5, and risks such as potential adverse impact on the hydrology, ecology and restorability of the site as a result of digging ditches too deep into the underlying mineral substrata, are not even considered.  The latter could well extend the zone of influence of the ditches by a considerable amount.   The Trust is particularly concerned about the impact on the protected water vole population, and that the restoration work carried out so far may be (literally) undermined.

The Trust strongly recommends that expert advice on these matters should be sought from the Environment Agency and Natural England.

Ecology 

The Environmental Statement includes details of habitats and species on the Chat Moss site, but the Trust is again very disappointed at the lack of consultation both with the Trust and with other local groups with more specialised interests in bats, water voles, birds or insects.  This has resulted in information being provided which is at best patchy and at worst fails to demonstrate the current ecological importance of the site.

The report severely underplays the value and importance of the peatland and mossland habitat found within the study area and presents a confused picture of the restorability of the site.  In some sections the company is keen to talk about the future restoration prospects  whereas in others (eg when discussing whether or not it meets the Annex 1 criteria it seems to take an opposing view).

The Trust believes, supported by professional advice from Natural England, that the site is eminently restorable in its current condition and meets all the criteria for Annex 1 habitat, thus making it of European importance.  To suggest that it does not meet the criteria because it is too easy (or too difficult) to restore is simply nonsensical.

The report indicates that the status of Water Vole within Greater Manchester is unknown.  However, the Trust’s  Lowlands Water Vole Project, which has been undertaking surveys within the western areas of Greater Manchester,  Bolton, Wigan and Salford, is now in its second year of surveys.  This data has obviously not been consulted.  The report then goes on to conclude that the area is only of district value for Water Vole without knowing what the actual distribution of voles is.  The Trust’s data demonstrates that the 12 Yards Road site is in fact a stronghold for water voles in the area and is extremely concerned about the impact of further extraction on this protected species.

The Habitats Directive gave guidance to National Governments as to the range and quality of habitats that could be entered as candidate SACs and SPA’s.  The final list of sites chosen by the UK Government is not exhaustive, but is representative of habitat types.  The Habitats Directive gives direction that even degraded raised bogs that are capable of restoration should be considered as of European Importance.  The proposed extension to peat extraction would certainly affect this habitat type and as outlined previously would undermine its successful restoration

Finally, PPS9 states that “Government’s objectives for planning are:

·  To promote sustainable development by ensuring that biological and geological diversity are conserved and enhanced…

·  To conserve, enhance and restore the diversity of England’s wildlife and geology by sustaining and where possible improving the quality and extent of natural habitat…

As outlined previously, the Trust believes that the proposed extension to extraction could reduce the viability of restoration to lowland raised mire and is therefore contrary to the above national objectives. 

