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Dear Mr Bartlett, 
 

WSCC/045/20 Remove drilling fluids and carry out an extended well test, 
Lower Stumble, Balcombe 
 

Thank you for your consultation on the above application.   
 

It is the responsibility of the Local Planning Authority to decide whether the 
application meets legislative and policy requirements in respect of AONBs.  
Section 85 of the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000 requires local 
authorities to have regard to ‘the purpose of conserving and enhancing the 
natural beauty of AONBs’ in making decisions that affect the designated area.   
 

The National Planning Policy Framework paragraph 172 requires great weight 
to be given to conserving and enhancing landscape and scenic beauty in Areas 
of Outstanding Natural Beauty, which have the highest status of protection in 
relation to landscape and scenic beauty. The conservation of wildlife and 
cultural heritage are important considerations in all these areas.  The scale 
and extent of development within these designated areas should be limited.  
In the event that the decision-maker concludes that development is ‘major’ in 
terms of its impact on the AONB, paragraph 172 of the NPPF states that 
planning permission should be refused for major developments in these 
designated areas except in exceptional circumstances.  Footnote 55 says: “For 
the purposes of paragraphs 172 and 173, whether a proposal is ‘major 
development’ is a matter for the decision maker, taking into account its 
nature, scale and setting, and whether it could have a significant adverse 
impact on the purposes for which the area has been designated or defined”. 
 

The High Weald AONB Management Plan has been adopted by all the relevant 
local authorities with land in the AONB  as their policy for the management of 
the area and for the carrying out of their functions in relation to it, and is a 
material consideration for planning applications.  The Management Plan 
defines the natural beauty of the AONB in its Statement of Significance and 
identifies the key landscape components of the High Weald.  It then sets 
objectives for these components and identifies actions that could conserve 
and enhance the AONB.  These should be used as a ‘checklist’ against which to 
assess the impact of proposals on AONB purposes.  A template is provided in 
the Legislation and Planning Advice Note. 

mailto:planning.applications@westsussex.gov.uk
http://www.highweald.org/high-weald-aonb-management-plan.html
http://www.highweald.org/downloads/publications/land-management-guidance/legislation-and-planning/2284-legislation-planning-advice-note-february-2019/file.html
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The West Sussex Joint Minerals Local Plan at Policy M7a: Hydrocarbon development not involving hydraulic 
fracturing says that development including at existing sites will be permitted providing: 
“With regard to development proposals deemed to be major, the site is located outside the South Downs 
National Park, High Weald AONB or Chichester Harbour AONB unless it has been demonstrated that there are 
exceptional circumstances and that it is in the public interest, and in accordance with Policy M13”. 
 
Policy M13 Protected Landscape says that:  
(a) Proposals for mineral development within protected landscapes (the South Downs National Park, the 
Chichester Harbour Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty, and the High Weald Area of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty will not be permitted unless:   
i. the site is allocated for that purpose in the adopted plan; or  
ii. the proposal is for a small-scale development to meet local needs that can be accommodated without 
undermining the objectives of the designation; or  
iii. the proposal is for major mineral development that accords with part (c) of this Policy”. 
 
Part (c) says “Proposals for major mineral development within protected landscapes will not be permitted 
unless there are exceptional circumstances and where it is in the public interest as informed by an assessment 
of:   
i. the need for the development, including in terms of any national considerations, and the impact of 
permitting it, or refusing it, upon the local economy;  
 ii. the cost of, and scope for, developing elsewhere outside the designated area, or meeting the need for the 
mineral in some other way; and  
 iii. any potential detrimental impact on the environment, landscape, and recreational opportunities, and the 
extent to which identified impacts can be satisfactorily mitigated”. 
 
It is not clear from the application material submitted how the proposal complies with the above policies and 
what exceptional circumstances justify this major hydrocarbon development in the High Weald AONB. 
 
The above comments are advisory and are the professional views of the AONB Unit’s Planning Advisor on the 
potential impacts on the High Weald landscape.  They are not necessarily the views of the High Weald AONB 
Joint Advisory Committee. 
 
Yours sincerely,  
 
Claire Tester MRTPI 
Planning Advisor, High Weald AONB Unit  
Advising on the management of a nationally important landscape 
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Background Information about the High Weald AONB  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The High Weald was designated in 1983 as an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.  It is an exceptionally 
beautiful medieval landscape covering 564 square miles across the counties of East and West Sussex, Kent and 
Surrey.    
 
The High Weald AONB Joint Advisory Committee is a partnership established in 1989 of 15 local authorities, 
Defra, Natural England and organisations representing farming, woodland, access and community interests. 
The JAC is responsible for publishing and monitoring the statutory AONB Management Plan.  The JAC is 
supported by a small, dedicated staff team, the High Weald AONB Unit, which provides advice on how to 
conserve and enhance the AONB. The advice provided by the AONB Unit assists public bodies and statutory 
undertakers to meet their duty as set out in Section 85 of the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000 to have 
regard to the purpose of conserving and enhancing the natural beauty of AONBs in making decisions that 
affect it. 
 
Unlike National Park authorities, the High Weald AONB Unit is not a statutory body but an advisory one.  It is 
not a local planning authority and the responsibility for determining planning applications remains with the 15 
local authorities.  The AONB Unit is not a statutory consultee on planning matters and it remains each local 
planning authority’s decision whether or not they seek its advice on a particular planning application.   
 
The scope of the advice in this letter is set by the statutory High Weald AONB Management Plan, which has 
been adopted by all partner authorities, as ‘their policy for the management of the area and for the carrying 
out of their functions in relation to it’.    
 

http://www.highweald.org/high-weald-aonb-management-plan.html

