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Wednesday,21° May 2025.

Objection to planning application 25/00833/FULM.

Dear Bexley’s Planning Department,

| am writing on behalf of my constituents to strongly object to Net Zero Thirty Two
Limited’s application to build a 200MW Battery Energy Storage System (BESS) on
farmland near North Cray Road.

Sadly, this is one of three applications for similar projects on our precious green belt
land, with developers seeking to capitalise on the Labour government’s proposed
changes to national planning law. | am bitterly disappointed that the revised National
Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) now offers weaker green belt protections and
overlooks the special character of Bexley’s villages.

However, | strongly believe there are substantial material planning grounds for rejecting
this application. The proposal would constitute inappropriate development of the green
belt. Firstly, it does not satisfy the Government’s ‘grey belt’ definition. Secondly, it fails
the ‘very special circumstances’ test that it would need to meet to be built on green belt
land. | also have serious concerns regarding the site’s fire safety risks near residential
properties and the loss of precious farmland.

North Cray farmland is not ‘grey belt’

The developer argues that this site is ‘grey belt’ rather than green belt land. This
assessmentis thoroughly incorrect.
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Firstly, this site is near a large built-up area and makes a strong contribution to checking
unrestricted urban sprawl. The applicants’ suggestion that it makes a weak contribution
is demonstrably false and highlights a lack of local knowledge. Road networks and
woodlands do not sufficiently constrain the area surrounding the site. Within North Cray
Road and Maidstone Road sits a large swathe of rolling green fields that would be
subjected to incongruous development should this application be approved.

Importantly, there is also no existing development on this site. The site is also neither
contained nor enclosed by existing development. The applicant is entirely wrong to
suggest that the polytunnels on the farm south of the site would mean this facility would
be in keeping with the surrounding area. There is no similarity between a large energy
storage facility and this basic agri-tech.

The applicant is also wrong to suggest that urbanising influences are present in the
vicinity. While parts of the North Cray residential area are adjacent to the Foots Cray
business area, the site's context is within well-preserved countryside within the London
Borough of Bexley. Standing in these historic fields, surrounded by equine and farmland,
you’d be completely unaware that you were within Greater London or that there was any
industrial land nearby.

Forthese reasons, the site should be considered a strong contributor to the check on the
unrestricted urban sprawl of large built-up areas as set out in the NPPF guidance
(Paragraph: 005 Reference ID: 64-005-20250225).

As the NPPF guidance also states (Paragraph 008, Reference ID: 64-008-20250225),
Bexley Council must also consider the impact of releasing the land on the remaining
green belt if the application is approved. On all sides sit open fields and farmland. This
decision would therefore risk unravelling protections for the rest of the green belt in the
Local Plan area, as subsequent development between North Cray Road and the site
could be deemed on the ‘grey belt’ as a consequence.

Secondly, this land plays a key role in preventing the merger of towns. The applicant is
wrong to suggest that Sidcup is not a town. Bexley’s Local Plan and the London Plan
correctly identify Sidcup as a town centre. While the latter document categorises towns
by size — Sidcup is a district centre — it would be bizarre to conclude that the community
is not a town like the applicant. North Cray's green belt prevents Sidcup from merging
with Swanley, and more widely, prevents the borough from further merging with
settlements in Kent.
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Finally, this land also preserves the setting and special character of historic towns. While
| again note with disappointment that Labour’s revised NPFF does not recognise or offer
protections for the setting and special character of villages, such as North Cray, Foots
Cray, and Bexley Village, this historic area does preserve Sidcup's wider setting and
special character. The town is a special place to live, work and raise a family because of
its access to the countryside and historic blend of both Kent and London. This site is
situated near the centre of a vast expanse of open farmland, overlooking the ancient
woodlands on the borough's border with Kent. As this site is free from existing
development, should it be developed, it would jeopardise an area of significant visual
importance to Sidcup and neighbouring villages.

Ruling that this land is ‘grey belt’ would be a perverse decision. This farmland is an
important part of an open and untouched swathe of countryside on Bexley’s border with
Kent. There is no doubt that if approved, despite the applicant's claims to the contrary, it
would encourage further encroachmentinto the countryside, not least because there are
two other known BESS schemes in various stages of the planning process nearby. These
material planning reasons are sufficient for Bexley Council to reject the applicant’s ‘grey
belt’ claim.

Inappropriate development on the green belt

| also note that the developer has prepared a backup argument in case their bid to claim
‘grey belt’ status is unsuccessful. A development of this nature would be considered
highly inappropriate on green belt land unless it can prove ‘very special circumstances’.
The developer fails to do so.

The proposed development is inappropriate in the green belt as none of the exceptions
listed in NPPF paragraph 154 apply. It would cause substantial harm to the openness of
the green belt. The site would include 200 battery units, each measuring 2.65 metres in
height, and a substation measuring 6.77 metres in height. The fence surrounding the
facility would also be 2.4 metres in height, and the control room would be 3.25 metres
high. Given that the site sits lower than neighbouring fields and woods, it would be visible
and disrupt what is otherwise open land.

The chosen location also does not meet the developer’s criteria. The applicant states
that “3 km is the likely maximum distance a cable connection could stretch without the
proposed development becoming unviable”. Although the site is located within 2 km of
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the Hurst substation, the cable route is 3.3 km in length. It should be noted that
developers have identified two other sites locally — | do not believe these to be suitable
either — but this undermines the developers’ case that this site must be developed, as
there are no other options locally. Hurst substation is one of numerous grid connections
in the country, and it’s unclear why a site as unsuitable as this should be agreed upon
when it could be located elsewhere on poor-quality farmland outside the green belt or,
ideally, on brownfield land. There is zero benefit to Bexley or its residents.

Fire risk near North Cray homes

I remain concerned regarding the risk of a major fire at this site as | understand has
occurred elsewhere. | note that the clusters of four units will only be separated by the
minimum distance of 914 millimetres as stated by the National Fire Chiefs Council’s
draft guidance. The site is only 300 metres from the closest homes. The guidance states,
“the choice of BESS site and the associated safety measures should account for the
impact thatanincident on the site could have on the local environment.” It specifies that
this should include schools, hospitals, care homes, residential areas, workplaces, and
other relevant locations within a 1 km radius of the site, allowing for appropriate
emergency planning. Within this distance from the site at North Cray are hundreds of
homes, a community centre, a nursery, play parks, numerous small and large
businesses and ancient woodland. The London Fire Brigade should comment on these
plans, and | cannot see how Bexley Council could approve this application without
detailed plans in place and the input of our local fire brigade. The risk highlights the
unsustainability of this location.

The loss of good-quality farmland

The NPPF protects against the loss of high-quality farmland. Guidance from Natural
England says members of the British Society of Soil Science should conduct Agricultural
Land Classification surveys. | am concerned that the author of the study provided by the
applicantdoes not meet this requirement. However, the survey still showed that this land
is considered 'best and most versatile' with an Agricultural Land Classification of 3a
(good) and 2 (very good). Given the quality of this land, this represents another ground to
reject the application.

Conclusion
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This site forms animportant part of the London Borough of Bexley’s green belt and unique
character. It strongly meets all three requirements to continue as protected green belt,
not ‘grey belt’. Nor does the applicant sufficiently make the case that this industrial
facility meets the ‘very special circumstances’ requirement for green belt development.

| am deeply concerned about the impact this development, if approved, would have on
the remaining green belt land and nature locally, with two other facilities in the planning
pipeline nearby and other developments already coming forward, arguing that the land is
grey belt. The location of the site near a large community and associated fire risk is also
a grave concern for residents and me. For all of these reasons, this is the wrong location
for this site, and it must be rejected.

Yours sincerely,

Louie French,

Member of Parliament for Old Bexley and Sidcup.
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