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1.0 INTRODUCTION

1.1  The application site is situated within the Conservation Area of Welwyn Garden
City on the northern side of Brookswood Lane opposite the junction with High
Oaks Road. The premises is a white colour washed rendered semi detached
dwelling with a hipped plain clay tiled roof reflecting the traditional style and
architectural concept of this part of the Garden City

2.0 PROPOSAL

2.1  This application seeks permission under the terms of the restrictive covenants
applicable to the property to install solar panels, which would be sited on the
south facing front roof slope facing down High Oaks Road

REPRESENTATIONS RECEIVED

2.1 The application has been publicised by means of notification of neighbours by
letter. In response to the consultation process no letters have been received from
any of the neighbours notified. A letter has however been received form the
Garden City Society objecting to the panels in relation to they impact and visual

intrusion on the architectural design of the property and the street scene.
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The Welwyn Garden City Society indicates that they recognise the need to utilise
alternative sources of energy. In the absence of a formal District Council
Planning Policy, relative to the siting of solar panels, we must continue to object
when they are installed in obtrusive and unsatisfactory positions. This is
considered the case with this application proposal. They comment that the siting
of the panels immediately below the ridge and extending along nearly the whole
of its length is unsightly and it does not comply with BEV10 of the District Plan, in
that it does not enhance but harms the appearance of the Conservation Area.
They urge the Council not to approve the application.

DISCUSSION

The main issues in this case and others that have been received relate to
whether when considered in relation to the principles of the Estate Management
Scheme, that is the impact on the appearance of the building and the impact on
the character and appearance of this part of Welwyn Garden City

The application premises is located in an attractive and one of the older part of
Welwyn Garden City within close walking distance of the town centre. The
importance of the area in terms of its special architectural and historic interest is
reflected by the fact that it is included within the Welwyn Garden City
Conservation Area. The prominent location of the property and the roof slope
upon which the solar panels are sited is such that they are clearly visible as one
approaches the property in travelling up towards the dwelling along High Oaks
Road

The application premises is considered to represent an important and attractive
feature of the properties in this part of Welwyn Garden City. The installed solar
panels measure 2500mm wide by 1700mm deep and project 97mm above the
roof slope. The panels therefore cover a considerable section of the roof,

obscuring a large part of the plain clay tiles. It is considered that the panels
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detract significantly from the appearance of the building and by virtue of they
prominence on the building detract from the character and appearance of the
local built environment.

The consideration of proposals for Solar Panels is a difficult and increasingly
problematic area for the planning authority, with a number of estate management
applications recently received for Solar Panels. The rise in such applications in
the recent past is understandable considering the greater awareness of more
environmentally friendly, renewable energy sources which is promoted by
government policy and it is therefore likely that this trend will continue. As
indicated by the policies of the emerging District Plan Review the planning
authorities general view is to be supportive of such measures however as
indicated in Policy R4 of the District Plan Review this support needs to be
weighed against a number of criteria including their visual impact.

The problem encountered with estate management applications such as these is
that, as members may be aware, advice from the Council’s Legal department is
that it may be very difficult to enforce against breaches of the estate
management covenants, in cases such as this one. Furthermore the estate
management scheme provides no prescribed guidelines or policies in the public
domain, which have been subject to public consultation against which estate
management applications will be assessed to inform consistent decision making
for both officers and members of the public.

These difficulties are considered particularly relevant to Solar Panels because as
argued by the applicant’s agent they consider planning permission is not required
for the installation of such solar panels, which they indicate is a position accepted
by many planning authorities. If this stance is accepted by Welwyn Hatfield
Council, then it is clear that for Solar Panels which follow the line of the roof

slope, under the current regime the only controls that can be imposed are those
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of the Estate Management Scheme which as highlighted above may well be
inadequate to provide appropriate protection. This point is considered to be
important in cases such as this one where the introduction of solar panels can
have a significant detrimental visual impact on the character and appearance of
important buildings and areas, which as in this case have been afforded
Conservation Area status due to its special architectural and historic interest.
Investigation of the planning background to the matter, would appear to reveal
that whether or not Solar Panels, which follow the roof slope, require planning
permission is dependent upon the degree of projection above the roof slope.
Class C of Part 1 of Schedule 2 of the Town and Country Planning (General
Permitted Development) Order 1995 indicates that any other alteration to the roof
of a dwelling house is permitted development unless the development would
result in a “material alteration to the shape of the dwelling house”. The degree of
projection above the roof slope in this case of 97mm is, in the planning
authorities view sufficient to declare that a material alteration to the shape of the
dwelling house has resulted and planning permission is required. This is a view
that has been supported by a Planning Inspector in a recent appeal case relating
to solar panels installed on a building in Swanage. The situation is by no means
clear however and there is obviously an element of subjectivity in assessing what
degree of projection results in a material alteration in the shape of a dwelling
house. Furthermore the planning authority could not require the submission of a
planning application for panels which were set into the roof slope, but which
could still have a harmful visual impact.

CONCLUSION

When considered in relation to the principles of the estate management scheme,
and in the light of the previous advice received from conservation consultants

Beams it is considered that the panels have a detrimental impact on the
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appearance of the building and the character and the appearance of the local
area generally. It is not disputed that the solar panels provide for an
environmentally friendly renewable energy source, which is to be generally
supported, but that in this case the detrimental impact of the panels on this
important, prominent site is such that they should be resisted.

With regard to the difficulties encountered by the estate management scheme
and in relation to solar panels in particular it is considered that to adequately
protect the visual appearance and character of the built environment, particularly
in the most attractive parts of the town, the introduction of an Article 4 Direction
removing certain permitted development rights would provide a more effective
means of protection than could be achieved by relying on the controls available
under the Estate Management Scheme.

In considering these types of applications, | would again remind Members that
whilst my officers are being consistent in their recommendations, Members may
recall a similar application at 124 Parkway that was reported to the July
Committee last year, where Members resolved to overturn the officer’s
recommendation and approve the application.

RECOMMENDATION

For the Officers to be consistent in determining this type of application | would
again recommend that this estate management application W/2003/104/EM be
refused for the following reason:-

The installation of the proposed solar panels would have a serious impact and
harmful affect on the appearance and character of the property within the street
scene to the detriment of the visual amenity of the area and the established

character of the street scene.
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