
Congleton Hydro's Long Road to Planning Approval 
Who said getting planning permission for a community based hydro scheme with loads 
of green credentials and community benefits would be a doddle?  After all, if you can’t 
get permission for this type of development, a housing estate or a 5km by-pass 
wouldn’t stand a cat-in-hell’s chance…. would it? The process we went through is 
summarised in the figure attached. The main highlights are covered below. 

Our road through the planning process began back in mid 2017 and wasn’t fully 
resolved until July 2020.  Despite the fact that our first application (ref. 18/0773M) 
included substantial evidence regarding various environmental impacts including; 
geomorphology, ecology, protected species and flood risk, it became clear that the 
application was not going to succeed. Largely because our development encroached 
on two Local Wildlife Sites (LWS’s), objections were raised by Cheshire East 
departments responsible for Heritage Design and Forestry, Environment Protection 
and Landscape, as well as by the Environment Agency. To the credit of these bodies 
(and the system), the door was not completely closed as each objection came with 
suggestions on how the issues raised might be resolved.  Nevertheless, the clock was 
ticking on the 8 week time window for a planning decision. Knowing the extent of the 
additional evidence required DVCE decided to withdraw the initial application and in 
doing so avoided losing its £600 application fee which would have been forfeited had 
planning application been officially refused. 

During the following 6 months adjustments were made to the design, and the 
environmental impact assessments were expanded. A culvert carrying a land drain 
under the site access road was shortened and the piling of the river bank was replaced 
with rip rap (placed vegetated stone). A detailed Arboricultural Assessment was 
performed mapping all of the trees on the site and designating those which could be 
removed and those which needed to be protected with fencing and root protection 
during construction. Vole and otter survey reports were prepared. The Ecology report 
was expanded and a study was performed to address noise levels at nearby housing. 
Throughout this time there was an on-going dialogue with the Cheshire East and the 
Environmental Agency. 

In late November 2018 we submitted our second application (Ref. 19/5811M) updated 
with all the material gathered in the previous six months. However, the schedule was 
getting tight as approval by March 31st 2019 was essential in order to secure an 
8p/kWhr Feed -in-Tariff.  Without this government subsidy the scheme would not be 
viable. 

Things appeared to go much better with the second application compared with the 
first, but unfortunately not well enough. While the Environment Agency and those 
responsible for Landscape issues within Cheshire East withdrew objections, 
significant concerns still remained regarding the adverse impact on trees and the 
ecology. This despite the fact that less than 1% of the LWS would be impacted. There 
was also some concern over the creation of a detached car park at the top of 
Havannah Lane (which in fact had already been scratched).  

 



While Policy SE8 of the Cheshire East Planning Strategy (CELPS) supports 
community-led renewable energy initiatives irrespective of its location, the adverse 
impacts still need to weighed against the benefits. Furthermore, the hands of the 
planning officer were somewhat tied by the fact that the community engagement, and 
economic benefits to the community, could not be guaranteed and therefore not fully 
taken into account. Fortunately, due to the significant community interest and support 
for the project (over 50 public comments were posted on the planning portal), the 
planning officer was able to refer the application to the Planning Committee for a 
decision, albeit with a recommendation to REFUSE.   

The Northern Planning Committee met to consider DVCE’s application on March 13th 
2019, dangerously close to the deadline for losing FITS! Swayed by the weight of 
evidence and benefits of the scheme, support for the project gradually grew among 
the committee members during their deliberations. Eventually “the light dawned”. 
Unanimous APPROVAL …but with 16 conditions attached. What’s more the Feed-in-
Tariff had been secured just in the nick of time. 

Even then discharging the planning conditions to allow construction work to begin was 
not a simple task. In all, eleven separate pieces of evidence were required including; 
three method statements for managing impacts on the Local Wildlife Site during and 
post construction, as well as method statements for the Boardwalk construction and 
Education plan. This application was submitted in June 2020 (Ref. 20/2324D). Other 
applications were also necessary to allow tree removal (Ref. 19/5809V) to take place 
in early 2020 and to permit some additional tree felling to protect heritage structures 
(Ref. 2035T). 

If anyone is inclined to take a look at the actual submittals they can be viewed on the 
Cheshire East Planning Portal at http://planning.cheshireeast.gov.uk/ using the 
references in the text and figure. 
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