RESPONDANT NUMBER (715)

Matter 6C: Energy

CUMBRIA COUNTY COUNCIL (SDL/CUCC/20)


Questions:

(i) 
Are the renewable energy policies consistent with national guidance?

(ii) 
Is the draft RSS sufficiently flexible to adapt to any outcomes of the Energy Review?

(iii) 
Are the renewable energy targets set out in EM17 and Tables 11.6 and 11.7 justified and achievable?

(iv) 
Does the draft RSS provide appropriate guidance on the need to reduce demand and increase energy efficiency?

Answers:

(i) Cumbria County Council considers that Policy EM17 broadly adopts the Government’s Energy White Paper target to generate 10% of UK electricity from renewable energy sources by 2010, and its aspirational target to double that figure to 20% by 2020. The Policy also contains a set of criteria against which schemes would have to be considered acceptable or not.

However, PPS22 does not imply that these electricity generating targets must be mandatory within land-use policies for each region/sub-region in the UK. Instead, PPS22 states that the RSS should include a target for renewable energy capacity in the region, derived from assessments of the regions renewable energy resource potential, and taking account the regional environmental, economic and social impacts that may result from exploitation of that resource potential. Targets may be disaggregated into sub-regional targets, but fixed targets for different technologies should not be set given that rapid technological change may mean that new sources of renewable energy may be developed in the longer term.

Consequently, Cumbria County Council objects to the 10%, 15% and 20% targets in Policy EM17, because these are aspirational only, and not related to what might be constructed during the period up until 2020, and what might be capable in terms of the capacity of the area to absorb that level of development. Further, RSS Technical Appendix 8 is not based on clear evidence of capacity, taking account regional environmental, economic and social impacts.

There are only 97 current renewable energy schemes in the North West generating 312.5MW of capacity. For Cumbria, there are 14 active operational developments providing around 49MW of electricity each year. A further 4 schemes have planning consistent with a capacity for 21MW. Given this level of development so far, it is not clear how the sub-region would be able to accommodate the targets for renewable energy development without significant adverse impact on landscape character. The high quality of landscapes in Cumbria is highlighted in the latest draft Supplementary Planning Document for Cumbria (Statement Document SDL/CUCC/50).

(ii) It is considered that aside from the 10%, 15% and 20% targets, Policy EM17 is sufficiently flexible to adapt to any outcomes of the Energy Review. The Energy Review talks about energy efficiency, environmental impact, more energy efficient transport, cleaner energy, renewable energy. These are all covered by Policies DP1 and EM16. What the RSS does not deal with are the issues of energy security and replacing the nuclear power stations as set out in the Energy Review. Equally it is considered that there are issues covered by the Energy Review, which are either out with the land-use planning system, or at a too early stage in development to be able to dealt with in the RSS, such as developing alternative fuels for heat, and the Government’s proposed changes to the planning system, etc. 

(iii) A joint study with Sustainability North West and Cumbria County Council was undertaken in 2003 to provide background information to inform policies in the Cumbria and Lake District JSP and the EIP. 

The final report prepared by AXIS Consultants was encapsulated in the JSP Technical Paper 6 (May 2003) “Planning for Renewable Energy Development in Cumbria.” (Statement Document SDL/CUCC/31) This study derived indicative targets for a range of renewable energy technologies within each district in Cumbria over the plan period to 2016. Account was taken of technical/viability factors as well as planning and environmental issues. The Partial Review of RPG13 had taken on board the assessment undertaken in Technical Paper 6 when presenting sub-regional targets to 2010, although Cumbria County Council had made objections on how the Sub-Regional figures were presented. 

The Panel report into the Partial Review of RPG13 accepted that the Cumbria AXIS study followed a well structured methodology, taking account both technological and policy restraints as well as consultation with individual local planning authorities. It was apparent to the Panel at the time that much more additional capacity was being required of Cumbria in RPG13 than to any of the other sub-regions – indeed more than to all the others put together. The Panel considered that the difference resulted in part from differences between the approaches taken in the region-wide study and the Cumbria Technical Paper 6. 

The Panel therefore recommended that capacity studies for the other sub-regions should be carried out in the near future, on a similar basis to the Cumbria AXIS report, in order that each sub-regional target is set on a reasonably consistent basis. They went on to say that ideally these studies should be completed in time to inform the preparation of sub-regional renewable energy targets for the full review of the RSS (see Para. 3.20 Core Document REG9). 

It is noted that the Panel report into the Partial Review of RPG13 considered that the regional target of 8.5% should be retained, and that further work should be done to provide the technical justification for the regional percentage target to reflect the national target.

The Deposit JSP (May 2003) and the subsequent Proposed Changes (June 2004) to the JSP included reference to the Government and regional targets for renewable energy generation in the Explanatory Memorandum. However, it is important to note that specific targets for the County were not included in either the Deposit or the Proposed Changes to the JSP, and are not included in the recently adopted JSP Policies R44 & R45 for renewable energy. Instead, it was considered more appropriate to include specific indicators for the contribution made to renewable energy development within the overall monitoring framework for the JSP. In this way, a regular review of the performance of a range of indicators relating to environmental matters can be compared together, and it allows for greater flexibility in adapting to change.

In order to support the criteria/indicator approach, Cumbria County Council, the LDNPA and the Districts are currently drafting a new Wind Energy Supplementary Planning Document (SPD), which is intended to go out to public consultation in Autumn 2006 (Statement Document SDL/CUCC/50), and to be adopted by March/April 2007. This is currently in draft form, and will provide Cumbria-wide planning policy advice, and identifies broad areas of the landscape of the County to absorb a ‘low’, ‘moderate’ or ‘high’ capacity for wind energy developments. 

It was also intended to derive electricity capacity generating figures for the County based on this landscape capacity wind energy SPD. However, it has become apparent that it would not be possible to easily derive capacity figures based on an on-site landscape capacity approach because of the number of variables and assumptions that would have to be needed for each site assessment. For example, each wind energy site would have to be adjudged to be the most optimum in relation all the other wind energy sites within each Landscape Character Sub-Type, and the assessment would have to account for cumulative impact. Assumptions would have to be made about the optimum size and type of wind energy development to be located in each case. Such a study, even if it were technically possible, would take a significant amount of time, and this sub-project has therefore had to be abandoned for the purposes of testing the RSS targets. To be an economically viable assessment, further consideration would also need to be given to the dynamics of the energy market and the potential of the local electricity grid network to accommodate further “distributed” energy generation. This also carries difficulty as such an assessment would need to be based on informed assumption and the best available evidence at the time of preparation.

A legitimate concern is that Government targets can be revised upwards when met. Significant harm could result to the landscape character of the County if renewable energy targets are automatically revised upward. The County Council takes a view that the landscape character of an area clearly has a limited capacity for development before that character is threatened. 

The NWRA commissioned report “Advancing Sustainable Energy in the North West – Mapping the Way forward to 2020 (November 2004)” developed an approach to assessing the capacity of the North West to accommodate the levels of renewable energy schemes necessary to satisfy the regional targets. A subsequent report by Future Energy Solutions entitled “Renewable Energy Targets for the North West (January 2006)” adopted the same methodology and assumptions to derive target figures, disaggregated down to each sub-region. 

The first report examined the likelihood of meeting the 2010 target, and concluded that the North West will struggle to reach its 2010 target based on projects currently identified and current planning success rate. It then identified three scenarios for 2020 (high, moderate and low deployment), but the method used a series of factors and assumptions in order to derive the capacities. So, for example, in the case of onshore wind farms, average mean wind speed, landscape designations and economic factors within a GIS package were used to determine the possible number of wind energy developments that could be accommodated within certain geographical areas. Professional judgement was then used to estimate how these figures could be deployed in practice in the light of evolving technology and public acceptability issues. 

The report states that the figures are indicative only, and presented to stimulate debate. To achieve the targets, somewhere between the high and moderate deployment scenarios would be required. The high deployment scenario made significant assumptions about an increased enabling framework for renewable energy in the future acting at national, regional and local level. Similarly, the moderate scenario assumed that a number of existing barriers to renewable energy would be overcome. The Future Energy Solutions report also confirmed that the calculations are indicative breakdowns.

The methodology used to derive the regional and sub-regional targets in the above NWRA supporting documents have been based on a series of assumptions, and are not based on an in depth detailed study assessment of the actual landscape capacity of a sub-regional area to absorb the scale of development proposed. The regional study – “From Power to Prosperity” equally did not fully consider the impacts of renewable energy development on environmental quality and landscape character/capacity. Moreover, both the NWRA commissioned reports did not base their assessment on environmental quality and landscape character/capacity, although they did make reference to landscape designation.

Cumbria County Council recognises there were also limitations with the AXIS report in so far as it was a desk-top exercise, which did not undertake a detailed, on-site landscape character assessment of each of the Areas of Search. Instead, through a further sieving exercise, it took account of landscape character through District Officer input and individual knowledge of the Areas of Search concerned. From this assessment, the electricity generating capacity ranges were derived.

If the current draft RSS figures were adopted, then there would be an unreasonably high burden placed upon Cumbria to provide the bulk of the region’s renewable energy capacity for the periods 2010 to 2015. By 2020, Cumbria is second only to Lancashire (see Tables 11.6-11.7c in the RSS) in terms of its’ regional contribution. 

A much more robust methodology, should at least, be commissioned by the NWRA based on a landscape character approach, taking account of technical and other environmental factors, to assess the indicative targets for renewable energy across the NW, in order that each sub-regional target is set on a consistent basis. It would be important to have the same baseline date and projection period. Cumbria County Council therefore considers that the proposed targets in the RSS are not realistic without a sound technical justification for the whole of the NW region. 

It is also not clear as to how the aspirational targets in the draft RSS for 2010, 2015 and 2020 can realistically be reached, when the total existing electricity generating capacity 

of renewable in the North West is currently only 312MW, and the current capacity in Cumbria is 49MW (approx 16% of the regional total, although this amount would be significantly higher if comparing the current capacity of wind turbine generators).
There are inherent problems of trying to derive a single generating capacity figure, based on an on-site assessment, using landscape character as the tool. If a technically sound regional methodology cannot be developed, it calls into question the validity of having sub regional electricity generating targets in the RSS. 

It is considered that any resultant target figures should be regarded as indicative potential. The County Council would suggest that it is not appropriate to incorporate them as binding figures within Development Plan policy. The fact that the Government does not have a requirement for binding targets in Development Plans supports this view.

(iv) The County Council has raised no objection to Policies EM15 & EM16.  However, it is considered important that the requirement expressed in RSS Policy EM17 for development schemes over a defined threshold to provide 10% of its own energy demand from insitu renewable technology, is implemented with some care and consistency nationally. Many developments that take place in Cumbria providing for employment and regeneration take place on sites that are marginal or unviable for the market to deliver. Most industrial development requires significant public sector support given the high cost of remediation and infrastructure works required. This additional policy intervention, whilst sound in principle, should not skew the constraints on development further in economically weak areas.
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