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Planning Department 

Mole Valley District Council

+
AIRCRAFT MUSEUM MO/2011/0190

Erection of 2 No. buildings with a combined floor area of 6820sqm for use as aviation museum for existing openly displayed aircraft and seed unit (Use Class B1). Creation of open air leisure space, revised access from Lowfield Heath Road and associated landscaping and planting. Demolition of existing site buildings.
We are writing to object to this application.

GACC, established in 1968, has as members about 100 councils and environmental groups covering a wide area around Gatwick Airport.  One of our aims has always been to protect the countryside around the airport.
Being aware of the unsightly mess around Heathrow, we have always supported the planning authorities in resisting development at inappropriate locations around Gatwick.  The pleasant unspoilt countryside, especially to the north and west of the airport is a testimony to the success of that policy.

The site of the proposed aircraft hangar is in the Green Belt, and in a particularly sensitive part of the Green Belt as it separates the village of Charlwood from the airport.

As we understand it, the history of the site is that the aircraft were assembled without planning permission.  When the planning authority asked for them to be removed, the request was ignored.  When an enforcement order was issued, it was ignored.  When the matter went to appeal, the independent Inspector appointed by the Government found in favour of the planning authority. 
We would point out that most of the evidence about the importance of the aircraft collection submitted to support this application is very similar to the evidence submitted in support of the 1992 appeal.  The Inspector considered it but nevertheless ruled that: the serious harm which the development causes to the functioning of the Green Belt is not offset by the value and importance of the aircraft collection...
That decision related to the stationing of aircraft in the open.  In our view equal harm to the Green Belt would be caused by the construction of an aircraft hanger, especially as aircraft might well continue to be parked in the open (see below).
The aircraft still remain on this site because the Council has been lenient - while always making it clear that leniency is not to be taken as an indication of approval or as an excuse for any further application.
To grant this application would set an unfortunate precedent.  It would signal that anyone can undertake unauthorised development on the Green Belt, for example a popular entertainment or tourist venture, can cock a snook at the planning rules, and then - having built up public support - seek planning permission to make it permanent.  
As a planning condition for the development of the airport North West Zone, huge earth bunds have been constructed to protect the village of Charlwood.  This proposed development in effect leapfrogs over those bunds.  

The North West Zone development was subject to an Environmental Impact Assessment.  The planning authority may wish to consider whether this application should also require an EIA.
If planning permission were to be granted we would wish to see strict conditions imposed, including:  
· earth bunds on north and west sides of the hangar as high as its roof, in order to shield the village of Charlwood and nearby listed buildings; 


· the whole of the rest of the land between the hangar and the airport planted with trees to create new woodland, partly in order to separate the hangar from the airport, partly to discourage further parking of aircraft, and partly as an environmental improvement to help provide a visual and acoustic screen for Charlwood;


· no off-airport car parking;

· no aircraft to be parked in the open.
We note, however, that previous restrictions on the number of aircraft have been ignored, and we thus fear that trying to limit the number in future might prove equally fruitless.  Indeed the creation of the museum as a tourist attraction may only lead to an increasing number of aircraft parked in the open.  
This application is submitted by a charity (although there is no indication that they own the land), and is presented as creating a 7 day a week tourist attraction.  A major concern, however, is for the future.   If formal planning permission were to be granted for what would be, in effect, an aviation use it will be difficult to resist other aviation uses.

The boundary of this site abuts the airport.  There is no planning power to prevent opening up the boundary fence and creating an access from the airport.

The granting of planning permission for an aviation use would make it difficult for the planning authorities to resist the use of the site for, say, helicopters ferrying passengers to and from the airport – with direct access to the airport.  Or the use of the site for parking aircraft – it would be difficult to differentiate between vintage aircraft suitable for the museum and elderly commercial aircraft. 
If at some future date the enthusiasm or finance for the aircraft museum declines, it is possible to envisage that site might be sold to Gatwick airport thus enabling the new hangar to be incorporated into the airport.  That would bring the boundary of the airport to the edge of Charlwood village.  (Not as impossible as it sounds:  plans produced by the Department for Transport in 2002 showed the application site as included in an enlarged airport).  
Normally speculation about the future use of a site is not a planning matter.  But in this case the key issue is whether planning permission for an aviation use should be granted, there being no such permission at present.

We do not intend to comment on the application to rebuild the existing industrial units.
This objection has been approved by the GACC committee.
Yours sincerely 

Brendon Sewill
Chairman
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