CHIPPENHAM PARISH COUNCIL – Sunnica statutory consultation response
This is the response from Chippenham Parish Council to the statutory consultation which is currently underway for the
Sunnica Solar Farm NSIP application.

Summary
In summary, Chippenham Parish Council strongly opposes the Sunnica Solar Farm NSIP application.
A village survey has shown that 92% of residents do not agree with this scheme and almost all responses were primarily
concerned about the colossal size of the scheme and its impact on agriculture, the landscape during construction whilst operating
and when being decommissioned, and health and safety
The proposals are contrary to East Cambs Policy EN 1: Landscape and settlement character which states ‘Development proposals
should demonstrate that their location, scale, design and materials will protect, conserve and where possible enhance:
a. The pattern of distinctive landscape features, such as watercourses, characteristic vegetation, woodland, trees, field
patterns, hedges and walls, and their function as ecological corridors for wildlife dispersal
b. The settlement edge, space between settlements, and their wider landscape setting
c. Visually sensitive skylines, hillsides and geological features
d. The unspoilt nature and tranquillity of the area
e. Nocturnal character’
and further fail to address the impact that is covered in East Cambs Supplementary Planning Document (SPD) on Renewable
Energy Development at section 9 ‘Site restoration and continuation of agricultural use’
This corner of East Anglia cannot support such a vast scheme and its impact will blight the area for generations. A land grab of so
many acres of fertile, agricultural land is very worrying; the plans fail to recognise the impact on ‘The local environment and visual
landscape impact.’ as highlighted in ENV 6 of ECDC’s local plan.
Although this scheme is called a farm, it’s very much a power plant and locating it around small villages is not a plan that has been
well thought through.
Below the council has outlined in more detail why they, the residents of Chippenham and the wider community are so concerned
about this application. We ask that Sunnica take full account of our comments and withdraw their application.

1. The results of the Chippenham village questionnaire

Village Consultation and Survey
-

92% of the Chippenham residents that replied to the survey are opposed to the Sunnica development, but not
to solar energy in principle.

2. Agricultural land
o
o

o
o

o

o

This scheme will take 2,792 acres of versatile, irrigated, high yielding farmland out of production.
The majority of schemes of this size are located in deserts. Never before has a scheme like this been so close
to villages and consumed so much agricultural land. Why have Sunnica chosen to locate the industrial solar
scheme here?
This scheme will be three times bigger than any other scheme in the UK. Why does it have to be so big?
The scheme is stating that the land they are taking is poor quality agricultural land. On what have Sunnica
based this conclusion? It is incorrect. The land is productive, and is currently growing potatoes, carrots,
onions, parsnips, sugar beet, milling wheat, malting barley, and rye.
The 1988 Agricultural Land Classifications maps show that large amounts of the farmland included in this
scheme fall into class 2 and 3a, which classifies it as ‘best and most versatile land’. Under existing planning
policy guidelines best and most versatile land should be protected for arable production not covered by solar
panels. Sunnica has not been prepared to make public during this consultation period their land survey
results, which is of great concern to us.
ECDC SPD on Renewable Energy states at 9.5 ‘Where it is proposed to develop a solar farm on a greenfield
site applicants will be expected to provide the following information as part of the planning application:
 The amount of high quality agricultural land (Grades 1, 2 and 3a) which will be developed as part of
the application
 Alternative sites which have been considered including the agricultural or environmental value of
these sites and why these have been discounted
 To what extent the proposed site will remain in agricultural use following development

o

o
o

o

 How the site is intended to be restored to agricultural use.
There is a lack of information provided by Sunnica in order to satisfy concerns on all of the above bullet points
Losing farmland (and therefore lowering food security) at a point in time when there is more uncertainty in
the world, reduced trade liberalisation and arguably Britain’s relative wealth may be declining is not a smart
strategy. It is estimated that following the UK’s poor 2020 wheat harvest we will need to import 5 million
tonnes of wheat to satisfy our annual consumption requirements.
Greenpeace has expressed concerns about the Cleve Hill development (a third of the size of Sunnica), arguing
that “vast continuous fields of panels on agricultural land” were not “the best way to go solar”.
Solar panels are for roof space, brownfield sites and small areas of low-quality agricultural land, they should
not be taking up large areas of good quality farmland in an area of Europe that on average only has 1570
hours of sunlight per annum. How can Sunnica justify this?
There is an anaerobic digester plant located in the middle of the proposed Sunnica Energy Farm located at
Bay Farm, Worlington. There is also a small solar farm next door?
The plant will use feedstock such as sugar beet, maize, agricultural by-products such as sugar beet pulp and
vegetable out grades and animal manures grown near and around the AD plant. These crops are likely to be
grown on land Sunnica has highlighted for their development. This means we could be swapping one source
of renewable energy for another which is already established in the area. Furthermore, to meet the feedstock
requirements crops will then need to be grown further away which will increase the distance these feedstocks
will have to be transported and thus add to the carbon footprint of the plant.
Biogas is produced at this plant which contributes towards green energy targets. Another part of the AD
process is that digestate is also produced. Digestate is a nutrient rich fertiliser which is used on the nearby
land to increase its fertility. https://www.material-change.com/our-locations/bay-farm/
To meet the requirements of other local crop processors such as British Sugar they too may have to increase
the distance from which they source their raw material, increasing food miles due to land near the digester
having been lost to solar. Please can this anomaly be explained?

3. Ecology


There is insufficient information about how this scheme will achieve a net biodiversity gain. Please can more
detail be provided o ENV 7 of the ECDC Local plan states that – ‘All development proposals will be required to:
 Protect the biodiversity and geological value of land and buildings and minimise harm to or
loss of environmental features, such as trees, hedgerows, woodland, wetland and ponds.
 Provide appropriate mitigation measures, reinstatement or replacement of features and/or
compensatory work that will enhance or recreate habitats on or off site where harm to
environmental features and habitat is unavoidable; and
 Maximise opportunities for creation, restoration, enhancement and connection of natural
habitats as an integral part of development proposals.




What is the carbon footprint of the scheme?
The proposed site has several birds of national significance, one Annex 1 (the Stone-Curlew) and 5 WCA
schedule 1 bird species.
The site is also close to seven international, nine national and 31 locally designated sites for nature
conservation and therefore the disturbance of the 2 years of construction and 40 years of solar panels will
have a vast impact on our long-term ecosystems and bio-diversity.
Sunnica’s proposed mitigation for most wildlife begins after the 2 years of construction, meaning irreparable
damage will have already been done? How will this important wildlife be protected?
Sunnica will use 30 miles of two metre high deer fencing to protect the scheme. They propose to plant sapling
trees to screen this fencing, however these will take at least 15 years to form effective screening. Please can it
be explained how we will be screened from the enormous effects of this scheme?





4. Batteries


Sunnica say their solar energy scheme will have 78 acres of Battery Energy Storage Systems (BESS). The
batteries used will be lithium ion batteries, which are known to be unstable. How will the local communities
be protected from these potentially lethal batteries?








The lithium ion batteries are susceptible to thermal runaway causing fires and explosions, such as that on
Carnegie Road, Liverpool on September 15th 2020. They have been banned in US states such as Arizona due
to the unacceptable risk they pose.
Never in the UK has there been BESS’s proposed on this scale and so close to villages.
The fumes given off in these fires contain highly toxic hydrogen fluoride. When consumed at high levels, this
gas can lead to death, at lower levels it goes quickly and easily through the skin into the body tissues.
Sunnica has not provided any mitigation plans with regards to safety.
Cambridgeshire and Suffolk Fire and Rescue have not been consulted.
Some batteries units will be 10 metres high including their air conditioning units and will therefore be very
visible despite screening measures.

5. Construction
 Sunnica is stating that the whole scheme will be built in two years. What confidence is there in achieving this
timescale considering there has been no detailed construction plan summitted?
 To achieve this timescale Sunnica will deploy 1,200 staff on the sites and they will work from 7am till 7pm,
Monday till Saturday. This will cause huge disturbance in the local neighbourhoods. How will we be
protected?
 Sunnica estimate that there will 841 staff vehicles and 160 HGV movements a day. This is unacceptable in a
rural area and contrary to Com 7 –
o Policy COM 7: Transport Impact Development should be designed to reduce the need to travel,
particularly by car, and should promote and enhance sustainable forms of transport appropriate to its
particular location. Opportunities should be maximised for increased permeability and connectivity to
existing networks. Development proposals shall:





a. Provide safe and convenient access to the highway network.
b. Provide a comprehensive network of routes giving priority for walking and cycling.
c. Protect existing rights of way or allow for agreed diversions in exceptional circumstances.
d. Consider the travel and transport needs of people with disabilities.
e. Accommodate the efficient delivery of goods, supplies and services.
f. Be capable of accommodating the level/type of traffic generated without detriment to the local
highway network and the amenity, character or appearance of the locality.
g. Be accompanied by a Transport Statement where appropriate; or if the proposals are likely to result
in significant transport implications, be accompanied by a Transport Assessment. The coverage and
detail of this should reflect the scale of development and the extent of the transport implications.
h. Be accompanied by a Travel Plan for residential schemes of 50 or more dwellings or those which
and are likely to generate significant amounts of traffic; and non residential developments that are
likely to generate significant amounts of traffic; and Within (g) and (h) indicate any steps to mitigate
impacts relating to noise, pollution, amenity, health, safety and traffic.
The small villages and country lanes will be badly affected during the construction process and are not
designed to cope with high volumes of large construction vehicles. The council are concerned about damage
to verges, mud on the road from the fields which in itself increases accident risk due to skidding and increased
risk to pedestrians, especially as many roads do not have footpaths. How will Sunnica protect local people?
We were led to believe that this site was chosen because the Burwell substation is a capable of taking this
extra energy capacity that Sunnica would generate. However, we have now heard that this is not the case and
significant funds will need to be spent to upgrade elements of the substation. Therefore this area isn’t unique
in being able to support this scheme. The NSIP process requires developers to explore all options for
developments. Can Sunnica demonstrate that they have done this?

6. Business plan and Financials


Sunnica initially implied to local people that this scheme would have the capability of supplying 100,000 local
homes with electricity. However, they have now confirmed that all generated electric will be supplied to the
national grid. What local benefits are there?











The solar electricity generated will be sold via Power Purchasing Agreements (PPA) to large Corporations and
the National Grid’s Balancing Mechanism, at premium rates.
The unpalatable truth is that Sunnica will be storing energy in vast banks of batteries to sell to the National
Grid at premium rates. Sunnica has also not clarified if they will be using the batteries installed at Burwell to
buy and store electricity from the Grid at cheap times of the day to then sell it back to the grid at premium
times. If this is the case, it is as we suspected all along, a commodity trading business being allowed to slip
through under the green umbrella. Sunnica has already admitted that they will be making provision for extra
battery capacity over and above what is shown on the scheme to date.
There has been no confirmation of how the vast cost of decommissioning will be met should the Sunnica Solar
project become bankrupt. No detail has been provided as to how this will be financed. Please provide the
detail
What happens if the scheme ends before the 40 year expected lifetime? When will the proposed fund have
reached the required sum to facilitate the decommissioning of the scheme?
There is no business plan to demonstrate the financial robustness of this scheme.
The Company fronting the application, Sunnica Ltd, have a negative balance sheet value of £317k.
Information at Companies house suggests Sunnica Ltd is being backed by a large Spanish Solar business,
Bosques Solares SL.

7. Efficiency
















Solar power does not compare well with other forms of renewal energy due to amount of land needed for it
to be effective. The UK’s climate does not have consistent and high levels of sunlight. Large Solar schemes
such as the Sunnica proposal are suitable for desert environments, not rural English villages.
As per the government’s statement on 6th October 2020, their priority for green energy is now focussed on
wind farms and they have pledged £160m towards this initiative. This is a change of government policy since
the Sunnica scheme was announced. Why therefore is the application being allowed to continue without
being backed up with robust figures?
Due to the relatively rapid decarbonisation of the grid the impact of a scheme such as this is much smaller
than say five years ago – maybe halved.
The Scheme is only the size it is to justify the cost of the cable length from the fields of solar panels and
battery storage containers to Burwell substation. This point alone suggests that the scheme is flawed in its
concept.
The scale of the project means it is less efficient than smaller projects because of the embedded carbon in
cables, concrete, battery storage and losses when compared with say urban solar when the distance between
supply and use is much smaller and no farmland is lost.
Will there be a NET CO2 benefit for this development if a more comprehensive and fair assessment were
carried out that took into account loss of productive farmland, bio diversity, a potential increase in food miles
and the installation of a significant amount of infrastructure to support and reach the development? In an
urban or industrial setting, it could be argued that the majority of infrastructure already exists in terms of
supporting the solar panels on roofs and having easy access to the electricity grid.
The Sunnica team has denied the possibility of the proposed underground transmission cables from Burwell
to the solar development (it’s not a ‘farm’) being changed to overhead transmission lines. However, when
subjected to the cold hard realities of ‘value engineering’ at some later point in the process, we are concerned
this preferred method may not be enforced due to the substantial cost differentials involved not to mention
the inevitable construction difficulties that will be encountered especially when passing through Chippenham
Fen. Underground cables can be at least three times more expensive than overhead lines and if active cooling
methods are required the cost could be as high as ten times as much. We accept there will be significant
disruption during the burying of the cables but, once placed, the maintenance and visual impact will be
negligible when compared to overhead lines. A commitment to underground cables should be imposed by
law in any agreement for this project to avoid the possibility of a contractor reneging on this promise.
It would also be interesting to see what the level of power loss/voltage drop is expected to be over the
considerable length of underground cable required to reach the development(s) and what the transmission
voltage will be running beneath our feet and if that poses any safety concerns that cannot easily be mitigated.
What is the net benefit of this renewable energy compared against losing agricultural land? All comparisons
so far have been against fossil fuel.
Renewable technology is developing fast and this scheme in its current form will quite quickly become
obsolete so why lose massive areas of farmland and commit for such a long-time span. Please explain.



What is the environmental impact of the scheme; both during its lifespan and after the decommissioning of
the solar panels and batteries?

8. Health and mental health
 The dust given off through construction could be bad for people living with lung conditions including asthma
and COPD.
 The stress caused by this proposal for locals is huge due to battery dangers, housing prices falling and a noisy
and disruptive construction phase.
 The removal of footpaths and the ugliness of the panels will mean people are less likely to take exercise and
enjoy the local countryside, which has been so important to many, especially in the recent months of
lockdown.
 How will these issues be dealt with?

9. How East Cambs/West Suffolk are already contributing to renewable energy
Within a 15 mile radius of Isleham/Freckenham/Worlington/Snailwell/Chippenham there are 11 large solar farms
in operation (all, except for one, of these is on highly productive agricultural land) covering an area of nearly 1200
acres and generating an output of over 265 MW.
A further 7 large solar farms are currently in the process of being built within this same 15 mile radius (5 awaiting
construction, 2 are under review). These will cover an additional area of over 860 acres and will generate a further
188 MW electricity.
So the solar farms that are currently in place/in process within 15 miles of these villages already cover a vast area
(over 2000 acres, output over 450 MW).
In addition to these solar farms within a 15 mile radius, there is a wind farm (29 MW output), 5 biodigester plants
and 2 landfill gas sites.
So within this small radius, we are very much 'doing our bit' to embrace renewable energy technologies. Not to
mention the many other excellent initiatives that are taking place locally such as solar panels being fitted on
domestic and commercial properties, solar car ports being built on large car parks in this region, and the new
evolving technologies of solar 'cloths,' solar tiles etc. that are also emerging. There are likely to be other solar farm
proposals (farm diversification projects) in the pipeline too.
We cannot keep clearing vast areas of valuable arable farmland without suffering the consequences in years to
come.
Contrary to Government guidelines on the siting of large solar farms, only 1 of the projects mentioned above is on
brownfield land (brownfield sites are meant to be the preferred option).
Below is a chart reflecting the huge relative size of Sunnica

9. Statutory consultation
- Due to COVID-19 we have been unable to have face-to-face discussions with Sunnica. This is despite other
National Infrastructure Projects within Cambridgeshire carrying out public consultation events in Wisbech.
- The Webinars Sunnica have set up to have to speak to locals are at anti-social hours for example 6pm on
weekdays and 2pm on weekends.
- On these webinars you have to type your questions to them, there is very little room for genuine discussion
and debate.
- Large amounts of locals’ questions have gone unanswered when emailed to Sunnica. When pressed on this
Sunnica blame COVID and say staff are having to work from home. However they will not recognise these
difficulties when they are brought up by locals.
- No outside party is overseeing this Statutory Consultation. All emails and questionnaires go directly back to
Sunnica and will not be seen by another party. This may lead to a lack of impartiality or at the very least gives
the appearance of such. How can we be protected from this?
- How do we know Sunnica will accurately reflect the concerns of locals? Again, this points to the lack of
transparency in the consultation process.
- Sunnica’s Preliminary Environmental Impact Report still leaves many vital questions unanswered (number of
batteries, battery capacity, how they will achieve a net biodiversity gain, business rates they will pay etc) so
how are we meant to be able to effectively scrutinise and comment on the scheme when so many questions
remain unanswered?

-

The questionnaire provided by Sunnica for feedback is very confusing and gives very little room for
constructive criticism.
o The first question divides the two sites up, making it difficult to comment on the size of the scheme,
which was the largest concern of local people reported to Sunnica in the pre-consultation.
o The second question is about the cable route which again remains largely unconfirmed. Agreements
with landowners to cross their land have not been reached, although Sunnica is now threatening to
use statutory powers to gain access.
o Question 3 is about ‘Environmental Impacts’ which is discussed over 860 pages of the PEI Report, how
can they generalise this to just one question?
o How will the questionnaire feedback data be analysed and reported given that it is not in a
quantifiable format?
o The consultation should include all sites of scientific or natural interest and highlight conservation
areas.

Conclusion
The parish council does not think that enough has been done to allay the concerns and fears of the residents of
Chippenham and the other councils/villages that will be adversely impacted by this proposal. There are many
questions here in this document, and elsewhere, that need detailed and robust explanations before a scheme of this
size should even be considered.
The parish council stand in objection to the scheme and represent the majority of their residents in this view.

