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29 August 2023

Dear Sir / Madam,

APP/23/00076 - Tournerbury Woods, Tournerbury Lane, Hayling Island

Founded by its own Act of Parliament in 1971, Chichester Harbour Conservancy is a unique
organisation as the only Statutory Harbour Authority with responsibility for an Area of Outstanding
Natural Beauty (AONB). Whilst the first function of the Conservancy focuses on safe navigation,
the second includes the conservation of nature, within the Chichester Harbour Amenity Area, as
defined in the 1971 Act (see Appendix 1). Tournerbury Woods is entirely within the Amenity Area
and therefore the site is under the Conservancy’s jurisdiction, hence our strong interest and deep
concern in this case.

The Conservancy has been a long-standing objector to this development due to the obvious
incompatibility of operating a wedding venue within a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) –
the only such example in the United Kingdom (see Appendix 2). SSSIs are the basic building
blocks of site-based nature conservation legislation and most other legal nature/geological
conservation designations in the UK. The intentional or reckless damage of a SSSIs features or
disturbance of its wildlife, is a prima facie offence.

Historical satellite imagery (publicly available using Google Earth) reveals the extent of tree felling
that has taken place in the SSSI for more than a decade to create space for the wedding venue,
with a local expert estimating that some 175 trees have disappeared despite a Woodland Tree
Preservation Order covering the whole estate (ref. 448). It is incomprehensible to the
Conservancy that the developer has escaped prosecution by the authorities over this matter. That
the Officer’s recommendation for the Planning Committee meeting of 31 August 2023 is to
regularise this development by granting permission entirely regrettable, illegal and profoundly
wrong.

With regards to the current application and despite our conservation concerns, the proposed
access arrangements do not make any sense either, for the following reasons.

The new track across the western side Tournerbury Farm is constructed and consented.
However, it does not yet link to the track to the north-west of Tournerbury Woods, and the
development application lacks any engineering plans.
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➢ The Planning Committee must see professional plans for these proposed capital
works. Passages of text, maps, and photographs are insufficient from which to
make a reasoned decision.

Furthermore, the initial response of Natural England states:

“We note this application differs to the previous application with a different access route proposed
through the SSSI. The proposals include construction of a new track which joins the SSSI in the
north western corner meeting an existing track which is located within the SSSI along the
northern boundary. The existing track is described as 5m wide however no survey of this section
is included within the supporting ecological appraisal. It is our understanding that the surface of
the existing track is a soft woodland floor bordered by woodland bank. It is also not certain how
this track is proposed to be used, e.g. is it intended for vehicle use or pedestrian only. We have
concerns about the use of this track for use by coaches and other vehicles, potential
impacts from vehicle use include; tree root damage, soil compaction, damage to the tree
canopy and vegetation. Clarity is required as to how this existing track is to be used and if any
works required to upgrade this track to make it passable for vehicles. Also if any vegetation or
tree canopy along the track will be removed. Natural England would not support importation
of materials into the SSSI to upgrade the track.” (Public Pack, page 30, emphasis added, 22
August 2023).

It says the track to the north-western end of Tournerbury Woods is unsuitable for coaches and
other vehicles in its current state and Natural England will not support the importation of materials
to upgrade the track. The means it is not feasible to use the north-western access track as it
cannot be upgraded. It is unsuitable for coaches and other vehicles and due to the SSSI
designation it can never be upgraded to meet a standard whereby it would be fit for purpose.

➢ If this development application is unrealistic as it cannot be built-out to serve its
purpose and keep within the limits of SSSI designation.

As of time of writing, according to the published email from Thrings solicitors (8 August 2023) a
private agreement between the clients has not yet been reached.

In the absence of an agreement to legally move the Right of Way from the existing route through
the farmyard to the new north-western route, the Planning Committee is effectively being asked to
approve a development application based on goodwill pending an agreement between these
parties at some point in the future? The Officer recommendation indicates this would be a
reasonable step. However, we think it is presumptuous and may result in a situation whereby
permission is granted for the business, yet access issues to and from the site remain.

➢ The proposed north-western track is without a revised Right of Way legal
agreement between the interested parties.

In short, the proposed north-western track is an interesting concept, but no more than that at
present. Without engineering plans that have been considered by Natural England and others and
a legal agreement between the interested parties, the development application is premature and
should be refused.
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Conditions

The Officer’s recommendation is: “The use of the site as a wedding and events venue shall not
commence until the access route to the venue from Tournerbury Lane, as shown on the approved
‘Location Plan with access to Public Highway and camping area (green outline)’ dated 20/01/2023
has been completed and made available for such use.” (Public Pack, page 52, 22 August 2023).

If planning permission is granted on 31 August 2023, it is unclear whether the existing
forthcoming wedding bookings will be honoured, or whether they will be postponed or cancelled.

One would assume, if permission was granted, that the developer will appeal to have this
condition removed through a Section 73 application. Likewise, the proposed condition that the
venue cannot be used unless it is accessed by the north-western route could also be appealed
through a Section 73 application.

➢ The Conservancy is concerned that if this case is permitted the likelihood is that
the residents of Tournerbury Farm will continue to be disturbed by c.125,000
vehicular movements every year.

Visitor Management Strategy

The Council must consider the implications of any Visitor Management Strategy. Any supervision
will likely place an intolerable level of burden on the Council.  As such, it is unrealistic and thus
planning permission should be refused. A condition is invalid if it cannot realistically be enforced.

Precautionary Principle

The precautionary principle is an approach to risk management. If it is possible that a given policy
or action might cause harm to the public or the environment and if there is still no agreement on
the issue, the policy or action in question should not be carried out. Since we do not know how
the north-western track is going to be upgraded without damaging the SSSI at the same time, it
should not take place.

Chichester Harbour Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB)

An AONB is a statutory designation stemming from the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000,
which applies to England and Wales. The designation means that local authorities have: “a
permissive power to take action to conserve and enhance the natural beauty of the AONBs in
their areas.”

An AONB is a nationally important designation. The Council should be taking action to conserve
and enhance this landscape, in accordance with their clear legal responsibility.

Supporting a development within the AONB, and within a SSSI and Special Protection Area
(SPA) based on a mitigation plan lacking credibility is profoundly disappointing. In this case, the
mitigation proffered is also complex, probably undeliverable and so not credible. As such, it goes
against both the letter of the law and its spirit, undermining why these special protected
landscapes are designated in the first place,
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Annex A: Chichester Harbour Amenity Area (as defined in the 1971 Act).
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Annex B: List of Operations Likely to Damage the SSSI (Source: Natural England)
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