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APPEAL REF:  APP/D3505/W/25/3370515
Land at Grove Farm and East of Railway Line, Bentley
Case Management Conference (CMC) Notes

CMC held at 10:00 on Tuesday 4 November 2025 (Microsoft Teams)

Introduction
1. The Inspector, Ms Zoё Hill set out that she is a chartered town planner and a member of the IHBC. The case officer at the Planning Inspectorate is Mr Kerr Brown (kerr.brown@planninginspectorate.gov.uk). Mr Richard Okafor assisted at this event for which she thanks him.

2. The appeal application was for relates to (agreed amended description):

Full Planning Application - Construction of a solar farm (up to 40MW export capacity) with ancillary infrastructure and cabling, DNO substation, customer substation and construction of new and altered vehicular accesses.’

3. The site address was agreed to be Land at Grove Farm and Land East of the Railway Line, Bentley[footnoteRef:1]. [1:  The Inspector asks the parties to agree a post code reference for the site.] 


4. It was confirmed that the Inquiry would open on 20 January 2026 and that for the purposes of the Inquiry Jasmine Whyard would be the point of contact at the Council for queries about the event.

    Purpose of the conference 
5. The Inspector explained that purpose of the conference was to provide an opportunity for ongoing management of the case so that the forthcoming Inquiry is conducted in an efficient and effective manner.  She noted no evidence would be heard at the CMC.

The Advocates 
6. The advocates were introduced and were as follows:
            For the Appellant: Thea Osmund-Smith
            For the Council: Tom Cosgrove KC 
           (to be assisted by Rowan Clapp at the Inquiry)
            For the Rule 6 Party
           ‘Bentley Parish Council and Stop Grove Farm Solar’:  - Thomas Hill KC

    The Witnesses
7. The witnesses identified at this stage are as follows:
For the Appellant (Anticipate 3 witnesses)
· Heritage (Laura Garcia)
· Landscape and Visual Impact (Jon Mason)
· Planning and Energy Policy (Paul Burrell)
              For the Council (Anticipate 3 witnesses)  
· Heritage (Laurie Hancock), 
· Landscape (Michelle Bolger)
· Planning including balances (Steven Stroud).
              For the Rule 6(6) (Anticipate 3 main witnesses plus others on additional matters)
· Planning (Ian Poole), 
· Landscape (Alison Farmer)
· Heritage (Lee Alston) 

8. The Inspector requested that at the start of the Inquiry a typed list setting out the spelling of names, prefix/suffix, and qualifications for each witness should be provided and copied to the case officer. This list should include a sub-list of those who will take an active part in the conditions session.

     


Likely Main Issues and Other Matters
9. The Inspector has noted the updated reasons for refusal and the likely main issues which will be discussed at the Inquiry are the effect the effect of the proposed development on:

(a) Whether or not the proposed development would preserve the setting of the following listed buildings: Bentley Hall (grade II*), the associated Meeting Hall Stables (grade II*), Bentley Hall Barn (grade I); St Mary’s Church (grade II*); Maltings House (Grade II); and,
(b) Whether or not the proposed development would preserve or enhance the character or appearance of the Bentley Conservation Area; 
and, whether there are material matters arising from its date of designation; and,
(c) Whether there are any non-designated heritage assets which would be affected by the proposed development and if so the extent of any harm should it arise, (the NDAs identified are Falstaff Manor, Grove Farm, Potash Cottages, Red Cottages, Church Farm House and Barn, Bentley House, Glebe Cottage); and,
(d) The effect on the surrounding landscape and its status having regard to: the proximity of the National Landscape and the ‘Additional Project Area’ (as a valued landscape), and the effects on users of public rights of way crossing or in the vicinity of the site; and,
(e) The effect on the living conditions of local residents having regard to noise, glint, glare and visual impact; and,
(f) The effect on Best and Most Versatile Land (BMV); and,
(g) Whether the public benefits (which will need identifying and weighting) arising from the proposed development would outweigh the harms identified in respect of the above matters either individually or cumulatively. 

It is noted in issue (g) this includes weight to be attributed to the benefits including that arising from biodiversity gains.

[bookmark: _Hlk213239882]In addition, the Inspector will expect to hear about accord with the relevant development plan policies including in respect of discussion on alternative sites.  

The Inspector will also expect to hear whether or not the proposed development accords with the National Planning Policy Framework (which is anticipated to change before the Inquiry commences) and the implications of this. This will be in the context of the National Policy Statements for Energy and other material policy matters including the PPG

Additional Notes
10. It was confirmed that the Conservation Area designation was not challenged through Judicial Review. 

11. It is essential that all parties communicate effectively with one another in order to seek to narrow the issues for consideration at the Inquiry.

12. In terms of the amended plans the Inspector will give further thought to this matter and advise the parties in due course. 

Approach to the Event 
13. The event will be held as an in-person event.  The venue is to be Wherstead Park, The Street, Wherstead IP9 2 BJ.

14.  A retiring room will be provided for the Inspector along with parking, and a breakout room space exists for other parties, but private rooms are not being provided.

15.  Secure storage overnight /at weekends will be provided.

16.  It is not intended to live stream the event.  Rather, the Council will seek to provide adequate facilities at the venue for in person attendance. 

   
Statements of Common Ground (SoCG) 
17. The main SoCG will be submitted on 7th November 2026.  The Inspector asks the parties to add to the SoCG if this can add further clarity matters of agreement/disagreement but that this should not undermine the initial SoCG. 

18. The Inspector requests that this includes the Rule 6(6) where possible.

19. There are to be any topic specific SoCG on Alternative Sites Assessment, Heritage and Landscape – the dates for submissions are set out below. Again, it is anticipated that the Rule 6(6) will be included where possible.
  
Conditions
20. An agreed schedule of suggested planning conditions and the reasons for them, including references to any policy support, is to be submitted (see dates below).  Careful attention should be paid to the wording of all conditions and the conditions will need to be properly justified having regard to the tests for conditions.  You are reminded in this regard that planning conditions should be kept to a minimum and that conditions that are required to be discharged before development commences should be avoided unless there is a clear justification.  The reasons for any pre-commencement conditions will need to be included in the justification any such condition.  Any difference in view on any of the suggested conditions, including suggested wording, should be highlighted in the schedule with a brief explanation given.  The Appellant, Council and Rule 6 are all expected to participate in producing this document, but the initial draft will be provided by the Council.

    Planning Obligations  
21. It was confirmed that no s106 is being offered or being sought.

Proofs of Evidence
22. Proofs of Evidence are to be submitted by 23 December 2025. The Inspector will require a hard copy of all proofs, appendices, summary documents and, if necessary, rebuttals.

Core Documents
23. This will enable all proofs to be properly referenced.  The Core Document list is to be co-ordinated by the Appellant and should be submitted in line with the dates set out below. This will enable all proofs to be properly referenced and ensure that everyone uses the same documents at the Inquiry. 

24. The Core Documents will be in electronic format.  However, the Inspector may ask for some of those documents to be provided in hard copy. At this stage Landscape and Visual Impact Assessments and Heritage Assessments will be required in hard copy along with the application plans to scale (to be specified).

25. It would be preferable for Core Documents to be set out based on topics / themes with sub-numbering so that each topic/theme area can be extended as a chapter (rather than simply listing documents numerically) e.g. policy documents; relevant appeals; heritage etc.

26. The Council will be hosting a copy of those core documents on their website with the following address: Current Appeals - Mid Suffolk District Council - babergh.gov.uk / midsuffolk.gov.uk.

27. The Core Documents should comprise only those documents to which you will be referring.  A copy of the National Planning Policy Framework does not need to be included as a specific core document unless there are specific changes between versions which you seek to draw attention to (should the anticipated update arise).  Any Appeal Decisions and/or legal authorities on which any of you intend to rely will each need to be prefaced with a note explaining the relevance of the document to the issues arising in the case, together with the propositions on which you are seeking to rely, with the relevant paragraphs flagged up.



Inquiry Running Order/Programme 
28. In general, there will be 4 sessions each day starting at 10:00 on the opening day and any first day in a sitting week. On other days sitting will commence at 9:30 unless specifically agreed to the contrary.  Lunch will be about an hour with short breaks mid-morning and mid-afternoon. The Inquiry will adjourn at about 5:00pm each day.

29. In terms of running order, following the Inspector’s opening comments on the first day of the Inquiry, there will be opening statements from the main parties which should be succinct and of no more than 15-30 mins, the Appellant first, followed by the Council and then the Rule 6 Party.

30. The Inspector will ask others interested parties if they wish to speak when the Inquiry opens.  The Inspector will try to accommodate hearing from interested parties as suits their needs and provided it does not disrupt the flow of evidence.

31. The presentation of the case will be on a topic basis. The main topics will be Heritage, Landscape and Planning in that order.  For each topic the Council’s case will be heard followed by the Rule 6 Party and then the case for the Appellant.

32. Towards the end of the Inquiry there will be a round table session on conditions.

33. Closing submissions will be heard in the following order: Interested parties, the Rule 6 Party, the Council, then the Appellant.  They should simply set out respective cases as they stand at the end of the Inquiry and should be fully cross-referenced but, of course, not introduce anything new.

34. The Inquiry is currently scheduled to sit for up to six days (20th –22nd January and 27th -29th  January 2026 .  However, given the number of witnesses and issues involved, interest two additional dates, the 11th and 12th February 2026  are to be provisionally added to ensure completion of the evidence and hearing closings (which may be undertaken remotely). 

35. The date for the submission of the draft timetable is set out below.

Costs
36. No application for costs has been made to date.  If any application is to be made, the planning practice guidance makes it clear that, as a matter of good practice, they should be made in writing before the Inquiry.

37. In order to support an effective and timely planning system in which all parties are required to behave reasonably, that the Inspector has the power to initiate an award of costs in line with the Planning Guidance.

  Pre-Inquiry Site Visit / Final Site Visit
38. The Inspector will undertake a pre-inquiry site visit but this will not require access onto the land, rather she will view from public land.  At no time should the Inspector be approached during this visit.

39. A formal accompanied site visit will take place as part of the Inquiry.  Details will be confirmed during the Inquiry.  The three main parties are encouraged to be prepared for that visit as they will be expected to agree an itinerary including a plan of view points and other matters such as access routes that will need to be considered either on an accompanied or unaccompanied basis.  The Rule 6 has offered to lead on this.  It is important that requests to view from interested parties (including access arrangement) are included in the itinerary.

Timetable for Submissions
40. The following establish the key dates with which you should comply:

7th November
Agreed Statement of Common Ground 
Draft Conditions
Scope of the Alternative Sites Assessment to be agreed


12th December
Specific Statements of Common Ground
· Alternative Sites Assessment
· Heritage
· Landscape
          First Draft Agreed List of Core Documents

23rd December 2025  	
Proofs of Evidence
Final Agreed List of Core Documents

12th January 2025	
Rebuttal Proofs of Evidence (if any)	
      Draft Inquiry Programme (all main parties to contribute)
 
Note on Documentation and Other Matters
41.  It would assist the Inspector if the following are submitted to the case officer in MS Word (ideally Arial 12): List of appearances with qualifications; Conditions and reasons for the conditions; List of Core Documents; Opening and Closing Submissions. These should not be PDF documents.

42. The Inspector may be accompanied during the event by others. The Inspector will clarify any such other attendee at the start of the Inquiry.

43. A letter from a local resident, Mr Osbon, received after the deadline by one day will be accepted and circulated to all parties.

44. At the Inquiry it will be agreed who will take responsibility for keeping the Inquiry Documents List.  The Inspector will identify (following discussion if necessary) which documents are to be added and this should be submitted daily to the case officer. It should be in a word format as set out at para 41 above.



Matters to be clarified
45.  Natural England made a response on 5 March 2024. Please can the LPA confirm whether or not they sought an additional response.  

46. Advertisement – was the effect on the setting of Listed buildings on LB and the Bentley Conservation Area set out in terms of the appeal?

Concluding Comments
47. All parties are encouraged to engage in a collaborative manner in advance of the Inquiry. 

48. The Inspector would like to thank you all for your attendance at the conference and your positive attitude. She wishes you all an enjoyable seasonal break before you next meet.

                                                                                               Dated: 4 November 2025
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