Epping Forest
Heritage Trust
5th February 2025

Planning Application - EPF/2576/24 - Happy Grow Garden Centre and Elmcroft,

Thornwood, High Road, Thornwood, Essex, CM16 6LX - Demolition of existing buildings

followed by residential development of up to 65 new homes (inclusive of onsite
affordable housing), alterations to the existing access, car parking, open space including
significant new landscaping and attenuation ponds.

Epping Forest Heritage Trust

Epping Forest Heritage Trust (EFHT) is a membership organisation and charity dedicated to
preserving and protecting Epping Forest, its flora, fauna, culture and heritage for people to
enjoy now, and for generations to come. Our 1,000 plus members largely live in the various
communities throughout the Epping Forest area. We have been engaged with, and
committed to, the Forest for over 60 years and are a member of the Epping Forest

Consultative Group run by the City of London Corporation.

Epping Forest is a hugely important ancient Forest, much of which is both a Site of Special
Scientific Interest (SSSI) and a Special Area of Conservation (SAC), with iron age camps, 1,000
year-old trees and rare wood pasture habitat and species. It now faces the gravest threats
that it has seen since it was first protected by the 1878 Epping Forest Act. Climate change,
increasing levels of pollution and the acceleration of nearby developments have led to a
reduction in the biodiversity of the Forest (flora and fauna). Neighbouring development,

including plans to build 68,000 housing units in its vicinity, already threaten its resilience to



pollution. Anticipated increased visitor numbers and budget cuts mean conservation,

habitat improvement and maintenance are curtailed, and biodiversity is reduced.

At the same time the Forest has the potential to help us tackle the crucial issues of our time:
it helps us tackle climate change by reducing temperatures and capturing carbon; it provides
a vital amenity for people’s health and wellbeing as a space to walk, cycle, ride, relax and

enjoy.

It is therefore essential that we protect and preserve the Forest not just for our own current

enjoyment, but also for generations to come, and for the sake of the planet.

That is why we object to this application on the basis that the following concerns need to

be addressed:

e Insufficient information has been provided on the impact of the development on
the Forest SAC in relation to increased recreational use and visitor footfall and
traffic volumes contrary to Local Plan Policy DM2 and the Habitats Regulation,
2017.

e The impact of the development on the Lower Forest SSSI has not been assessed.

e The provision of sustainable transport options and a reduction in proposed number

car parking spaces should be considered to reduce vehicle usage and air pollution.

We note that the proposal represents a hybrid Outline application (with all matters reserved
aside from access) covering a major development partially within the THOR.R1 site in the

adopted Local Plan and partially within the Green Belt on a site which has an existing
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planning permission for 16 properties on Previously Developed Land. This latter part of the
site represents a partial windfall site not allocated for development in the adopted Local
Plan. The site is within of 2.5kms of the Forest SAC and 400m-500m of the Lower Forest

SSSI.

It is unclear from the supporting paperwork how many dwellings are proposed for Green
Belt land and how many are in the THOR.R1 site to the south. The THOR.R1 site is listed in
the Local Plan as being designated for 124 dwellings. The Tudor House development alone,

which is part of THOR.R1, appears to represent 113 or 116 of this figure.

Forest SAC

We do not believe that the impacts of the development on both the Forest SAC and the
Lower Forest SSSI have been adequately assessed contrary to legislation and policies in the

adopted Local Plan.

There is no “shadow” HRA covering the specific impact on the Forest SAC and the Ecological
Assessment referred to is in not included in the supporting documents. The proposed new
dwellings are within the 6.2km recreational Zone of Influence and an assessment of the
impact that would be caused by increased visitor footfall in the SAC is required in

accordance with the Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2017.

We do not agree with the conclusion in paragraph 5.14 of the Transport Statement that:

“Due to the former site use as a garden centre, the net trip generation would be

considerably lower, resulting in the proposed development having very little net



impact on the road network. It can therefore be determined that the proposed site

will have minimal impact on the surrounding highway network.”

While there is an estimate in the Transport Assessment that there will be some 31 and 29
vehicle trips at the morning and evening rush hours respectively, there is no assessment of
the changes in patterns of road use and the impact this would have on the SAC nor, as far as
we could see, an Average Annual Daily Total (AADT) (but see below). The above numbers
appear to be relatively small for a development of 65 dwellings and 170 proposed car
parking spaces. According to the figures, only less than 20% of the possible number of
vehicles on site would travel during peak hours. In addition, a significant number of trips
from the new residential area would be during rush hours, and therefore contribute to
traffic congestion and associated air pollution on Forest roads, rather than the vehicle trips
to the now-closed garden centre which would have been outside the main commuting
times. The figures above appear unrealistic and it would be helpful to understand how they

were calculated.

As alluded to above, the figures in the Air Quality Assessment are confusing: paragraph 4.4.2
refers to 656 dwellings being built and an AADT of 366. These figures appear to be
incorrect. Moreover, we do not agree with the statement in the “Conclusion and

Summary” section of the above that:

“A site-specific HRA screening assessment has determined that the proposed
development would not have a likely significant effect on the Epping Forest SAC alone

or in-combination.”



The additional vehicle trips will represent significant additions to a local road network
which is already near capacity. The Local Plan is clear that traffic volumes in the District as
a whole are reaching capacity and that pollution is a problem in the south Epping area in

particular:

“3.83 An initial analysis of traffic growth across the District has shown that even
without development in the future, parts of the highway network will be operating

over-capacity, in some cases by 2026 and in other cases by 2033.”.

Vehicle traffic is already causing air pollution damage to the trees and plants in the Forest.
Additional traffic from this development using the local roads in, or close to, the Forest and

the roads heading into London, and to the M25, will increase this.

We believe that alone, and in combination with other plans and projects, this application
will have a detrimental impact on the Forest SAC by increasing visitor footfall and air
pollution from traffic contrary to Local Plan Policies DM2 on protecting the Forest SAC and
to Policy P11 Thornwood which is clear that air pollution and recreational pressures

associated with this development must be fully assessed.

Lower Forest SSSI

In particular, we believe that the construction of new dwellings close to the Lower Forest
SSSI will have an adverse effect on its habitats, including its Ancient Woodland, through
increased footfall, disturbance, and air pollution and would be contrary to paragraph 193 of

the NPPF, specifically:



“b) development on land within or outside a Site of Special Scientific Interest, and
which is likely to have an adverse effect on it (either individually or in combination
with other developments), should not normally be permitted. The only exception

is where the benefits of the development in the location proposed clearly
outweigh both its likely impact on the features of the site that make it of special
scientific interest, and any broader impacts on the national network of Sites of
Special Scientific Interest;

c) development resulting in the loss or deterioration of irreplaceable habitats (such
as ancient woodland and ancient or veteran trees) should be refused, unless

there are wholly exceptional reasons and a suitable compensation strategy

exists;”.

We are extremely concerned that the impact of this development, and others nearby in
Thornwood and Latton Priory, on the Lower Forest SSSI, and the need for mitigation, have
not been fully assessed. We believe that the impact of the three major developments in

Thornwood, and their mitigation, should have been considered together and not in isolation.

The Lower Forest, though not in the SAC, is an integral part of Epping Forest and is
protected as an SSSI under the Wildlife and Countryside Act. The Happy Grow site is some
2.5km away from the Lower Forest and is in its Impact Risk Zone. It is therefore highly likely
that future residents will visit the SSSI and residents’ vehicles will use the roads adjacent to

it. As itis not part of the SAC, the impact on it is not included in any HRA.

From a recreational perspective, the Lower Forest SSSI site is a relatively small and sensitive

one. We could not see an assessment of the recreational impact of the development on the
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Lower Forest nor, as it is not in the SAC, would it be covered by the Strategic Access
Monitoring and Management (SAMM) mitigation scheme. It appears that the recreational

impact has not been assessed nor has mitigation for the specific site been considered.

Vehicles from the proposed development will use the roads directly adjacent to the SSSI and
we believe that the issue of air pollution around the Lower Forest SSSI needs to be
considered both on a case-by-case basis and overall. For example, paragraph 7.2.4 of the
Air Quality Assessment prepared for planning application EPF/1605/24 on the main housing
development at North Weald Bassett stated that “The assessment of the impacts on the
Epping Forest SSSI has concluded that there is potential for a ‘significant’ ecological effect to
occur, and will require evaluation by a qualified ecologist.”. We are not aware that any such

work has been commissioned.

We also support the Parish Council’'s comments about the need to reduce the speed limits to
30mph on the B1393 and the B181 both for the safety of Forest users but to reduce

pollution.

There is a possibility of a significant number of visitors using the Lower Forest and of
significant damage from air pollution and believe these issues must be considered as a

matter of urgency.

Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG)

We note that the BNG requirement will not be met on site. Given the location of the site in
the Green Belt, we are unclear why it cannot be achieved? If BNG is to be delivered offsite,
we believe consideration should be given to locating the BNG, if of a sufficient extent,

adjacent to the Forest or its Buffer Lands in consultation with the Corporation of London.

7



For example, there may be areas where BNG, perhaps in the form of a hedgerow, could be

used to join up areas of separated habitats.

Sustainable Travel

We note the provision of EV charging points and cycle storage, but could see no proposals to
improve Sustainable Travel options such as Car Clubs and Car Sharing, as proposed for the
adjacent Tudor House development or, more widely, of the provision of a cycle lane
between Thornwood and Epping given the extent of development in the village, which are
required under Local Plan Policy T1 Sustainable Transport Choices. Such initiatives will be

vital to reduce vehicle usage and impacts on the Forest SAC and the Lower Forest SSSI.

Car Parking Spaces

In addition, the number of parking spaces provided in the development should be kept to an
absolute minimum to reduce air pollution. We note that the Application Form states that
170 car parking spaces are proposed for up to 65 dwellings. This works out at some 2.6
spaces per dwelling which exceeds the Essex Parking Standards of an “average” of 2.25 per
dwelling (for those with more than two bedrooms) in Table 8-2 of the revised Parking

Guidance issued by the Essex Planning Officers Association in September 2024.

In addition, this states in paragraph 1.7.3 that:

“All measures to encourage trips by non-car modes should be taken to influence a

shift to sustainable modes of travel,...”.

Moreover, paragraph 3.94 of the Local Plan EFDC states that:



“The Council believes that there are opportunities to take a more locally focused
approach to parking standards across the District.... These parking standards will be
developed based on....the different levels of current and future access to services and

facilities across the District;”.

We believe that the site’s relative proximity to the town centre and Epping Underground
station presents an opportunity to move away from the Essex County Council standards. In
light of the above, we suggest that parking spaces could be calculated at a lower rate per
dwelling than the current standards as we believe was the case at the neighbouring Tudor
House development. The Trust is not opposed to car ownership but it must be recognised

that pollution from vehicles is one of the greatest threats to the biodiversity of the Forest.

We believe the above issues are significant and need to be taken into account by the

planning authority as it considers the above application.

Yours faithfully

Peter Lewis

Chief Executive

Epping Forest Heritage Trust



