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Appeal by BAA following the refusal by Uttlesford District Council of planning application UTT/0717/06/FUL

Proof of Evidence [PPC/1] on behalf of

Pleshey Parish Council 
1. Evidence
My name is Ian Bruce. I have lived in Pleshey for 9 years and in the centre of Chelmsford for 20 years prior to that. The Parish Council asked me to give evidence on its behalf against the expansion of Stansted Airport on 21st February 2007.  [I have expanded this proof for clarity by items in square brackets since the submission on 29th August.]
2. Pleshey and the Retreat House
Pleshey is a unique village, famed for its beauty, but even more so for its rich historical past and its present tranquillity, in both a physical and spiritual sense.

It has been a place of prayer for more than 600 years and today is home to the Church of England’s first Retreat House, which has welcomed weary stressed people wanting a break from busy, noisy lives for nearly 100 years.

The village’s origins stretch back beyond the Romans to the Bronze Age, but it came to prominence in the 11th century when William the Conqueror gave land at Pleshey to Geoffrey de Mandeville, Earl of Essex.  He built a wooden castle, later destroyed, but the motte and bailey and the outer defensive moat surrounding the village survive to this day.

A brick bridge, built in the 14th century spanning the moat around the castle mound is the finest example of its kind in Europe and attracts visitors from all over the world.

Pleshey was mentioned in one of Shakespeare’s plays (then known as Plashey from the old French word, Plashe, meaning to intertwine) and in the 14th century the castle became a royal residence for the Lord High Constable of England and was for a while home to Queen Margaret.

But as important as its rich historical past is, [we are concerned with] its present and the contribution it has made to thousands of people for nearly 100 years as a place of retreat – not only for Essex people, but for those from all over the country and sometimes further afield.

Pleshey has been a place of prayer for centuries. After one of the castle’s owners, Thomas Woodstock, Duke of Gloucester, nearly drowned, he instigated a College of Canons to be built in the village in 1394 in an act of thanks for his life.

Henry VIII closed the college during the Reformation, but some 500 years later, an Anglican order of nuns, searching for new premises, were so impressed by the peace of Pleshey that they bought a barn in the village, which they pulled down to build a convent, using some of the barn timbers for the staircase and window.  This opened in 1909 and 10 years later became the Church of England’s first diocesan retreat house in England.

Since then it has been a place of peace and prayer, and was described by the past Bishop of Chelmsford, John Waine, as the “heart beat” of the diocese.  The present Vicar and Warden, the Revd. Sheila Coughtrey, said everyone comments on the “almost tangible feeling” of peace and calm.  The Bishop of Colchester, described it as “one of the thin places between heaven and earth” where everyone feels closer to God.

The Retreat House can accommodate 29 people and is busy the whole year round, particularly since similar houses in St. Albans and Ipswich have been  closed.  Some 2,000 people a year pass through its doors, staying there for a week, day visits or long weekends. It offers a wealth of opportunities and courses from silent retreats to holidays with a spiritual theme, when walking or painting is combined with prayer. It is open not only to Church of England members, but to those of many other denominations and organisations, such as Alcoholics Anonymous, which have spiritual connections.

It has become a favourite place for members of inner London congregations, who come to Pleshey for a brief escape from city life to recharge their batteries.

Warden, Revd. Coughtrey, knows how important this is as her last post was in Brixton.

“Many people arrive near the end of their tether. We keep them warm, well fed and comfortable.  We are a bolt hole where they can leave their everyday pressures behind.

The uniqueness of the place is not only that powerful feeling of the centuries old tradition of prayer, but the physical peace and quiet, which is so important to people who live in busy noisy cities.  Undoubtedly an increase in air traffic would alter that ambiance completely and detrimentally.” 

The Retreat House was a favourite place for Evelyn Underhill, the famous 20th century mystic and a special conference room in her memory has been built in the grounds.  It is a place of pilgrimage for the many Americans who belong to the numerous Evelyn Underhill associations in the USA.

Pleshey is on the Essex Way and has many visitors by foot, cycle and car.  It is one of Chelmsford’s “green lungs” being only 7 miles from the town. Almost all villagers have either lived here for most of their lives or moved here because of the beauty and tranquillity of the village long before there was any suggestion of expanding the Airport beyond the limit of 25 million passengers per annum placed on the airport after the last Public Inquiry in 1983.

3.   The Pleshey Village Design Statement (VDS)   

During 2000 and 2001 the VDS was produced by the parishioners themselves and has since been approved by the Parish Council and the Chelmsford Borough Council for use as interim planning guidance alongside development plan policies.  Its conclusion includes:
“Pleshey with its motte and bailey and the ditch forming the village enclosure is a unique village of outstanding historical and visual importance, which argues for a special status in future planning considerations. It has a particular character derived both from these earthworks, and the buildings that have developed and accumulated over time. Its uncluttered tranquillity should be viewed as a resource, not an opportunity for exploitation, and this must not be compromised for short-term commercial gain.

Over the past 100 years, Pleshey has been affected by dramatic changes in agriculture, and transport. It is to be expected that further societal changes will impact the village, not just over the next 100 years, but even the next ten years. Radical new innovations cannot be ruled out, but would only be acceptable as part of a progressive evolution which does not change the character of the village.”
------
“However, the tranquillity and quiet of Pleshey should be maintained, as an alternative and antidote to the increasing pace of life in the urban environment.

“The challenge for Pleshey is to accommodate change, but to do this without changing its character.  By identifying those elements which are a vital part of that character, this VDS is aimed at helping to maintain it.

Recommendations

22. The evolution of Pleshey should respect the tranquillity and quiet of the village and parish.”
4.   Noise Impacts of the Extended Use of the Existing Runway
However, we are almost directly under two flight routes hearing aircraft taking off from Stansted on Runway 23 [towards the South West] down to 3000 feet and from Heathrow down to 11,000 feet.  Although nothing like the noise in Little Hallingbury, we are fully aware when those routes are in use and often have to raise our voices in our gardens when planes pass over.  Most of the Stansted traffic is in the early mornings and from the late afternoons onwards but that would change with more flights.         
We are very concerned about the impact of more flights during the day particularly in the warmer months when we are outside.  We expect more and more interruptions to the current relative peace between 9am and early evening as these daytime slots are filled.  As others have already told this inquiry the current method of averaging noise over 16 hours grossly underestimates the degree of intrusion because the majority of the present flights are in less than half those 16 hours.
We are also very concerned that the increase in flights will cause an increase in delayed flights into the night after 2330.  Night flights are particularly intrusive as when we were awakened by nine delayed long haul flights climbing out of Heathrow at 11000 feet and upwards between Midnight and 1am on the morning of June 20th.  With more flights we would expect more long haul flights by day and delayed into the night from Stansted which at less than half the height would give us far more noise.
Landing aircraft are currently a serious problem in the Hadhams which are about the same flying distance as us to Runway 05.  As the number of flights increases we are concerned that we may get more landing aircraft over us.

As far as noise from local industry is concerned, our VDS recommends:

“19. The present level of such industrial activity is considered to be about right. In particular, intrusive activity, whether through noise, smells, traffic or visually, should be resisted.”

Although we did not consider Stansted in our VDS because it is outside the planning control of our local council, expanded use of the airport will certainly create far more noise than any of the current light industry in the parish.   

5.   Conclusion and Other Impacts of an Expanded Stansted

But it is not only aircraft noise; we are also concerned about the increased development that would come from increased use of the Airport.  This could increase through traffic noise on The Street and the vibration could damage our old houses.
We are concerned about the impact of all the growth in commerce, industry and housing on the water supply in the East of England as I have already stated in my evidence on behalf of Stop Stansted Expansion. It is strongly urged that due note be taken of the warnings given by the Environment Agency in the concluding paragraph on Page 42 of CD/319 in its advice to the Enquiry in Public to the East of England Plan.  [This is where over 2 years ago, having stressed the importance of a water efficiency policy as a key method of increasing the effective water supply, it states: “It relies on the accumulation of measures being installed in all new properties over the complete planning horizon, starting immediately. The effectiveness of water efficiency will therefore be diminished should there be a delay in the implementation, or some dilution of the scenarios presented here.”]
We are concerned also about problems that other villages closer to the airport have also brought to the attention of this Inquiry like fly parking by passengers, and the loss of a sense of community and all that that entails.  We do not understand why home owners close to the airport have to wait for some seemingly irrelevant part of the airport development to be completed before they can be given the compensation they were due for the expansion to 15mppa when there were 23.8mppa last year.  
For all the reasons stated above we recommend that the appeal be rejected.  We believe that stopping further growth now is the only way to prevent us from regretting that growth in ten years time; just like the closer parishes are now effectively saying [about the growth that has already taken place].
Ian Bruce

29th August 2007
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