OBJECTION TO APPLICATION 21/40293

FOR GRID CONNECTION TO SOLAR DEVELOPMENT ON GARRAVAGH

BY  TERRA SOLAR 11 LIMITED IN PARTNERSHIP WITH ESB
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Garravagh, Inniscarra, Cork P31 K351 
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INTRODUCTION

For the past fifty years Cork City, unlike other urban areas in Ireland, has had a Metropolitan Green Belt.  The site of the Solar Development, on 55 acres on top of Garravagh Hill, and the Grid Connection in the Lee Valley below, falls within the Green Belt and contributes to the gradual erosion of what should be the lungs of the recently expanded city.  The Grid Connection runs through the much-vaunted Beautiful Lee Valley, at a bend in the river which is a local beauty spot. The entire area has recently been designated a flood plain. We are told we are stakeholders, that we live in a democratic country, and that developments such as this are in our interest. We wish to contest the idea that Garravagh Solar Development and Lee Valley Grid Connection is in the interest of the community, or the country.  We recognise the need for renewable energy, but we envisage a means of achieving this which helps the community rather than making a few individuals very wealthy: solar panels on house roofs and on schools, industrial parks etc, would achieve the same if not better end result of renewable electricity without the wholesale despoliation of the countryside with wind and solar.  The past eighteen months have brought significant change in people’s attitude towards the landscape. Do we love Ireland enough to care for it? Fintan O’Toole asks in an article in The Irish Times, July 10, 2021. 

1. COUNTY/CITY/MUNICIPAL DISTRICT

The Solar Development by Terra Solar 11 began under the County Planning Authority (18/7410), who authorized the solar panel arrays and associated works. However, the Grid Connection now falls under the City Planning Authority, following the City’s expansion in 2019.  The imminent transfer meant that the County showed little interest in the project. In his Report (ABP - 30405-19) under 7.5.1, the Inspector at An Bord Pleanála comments as follows on the lack of input from the Senior Planner:

“An input by a person who clearly has influenced recommendations and has provided no written report in support of that, to which the third party (or indeed first party) has no opportunity to consider, is most unsatisfactory in terms of fairness and accountability relating to a decision.”

As these lands are now part of Cork City, despite being called Municipal Areas, we hope that the City Planning Authority will take seriously its responsibilities towards areas such as Garravagh, which are in danger of becoming industrialized, rather than the conserved landscape that successive County Plans have proposed. The line of hills running west from the City should be preserved in order to remain the lungs of the city, a visual respite and solace for those who live in the suburbs and outer fringes of the city, not compromised by built environment poorly disguised as ‘agricultural diversification’.

2. SPLIT PROJECT

We were told several times by Terra Solar 11 that planning permission was not needed for the grid connection. In the glossy brochure they prepared they merely say that the route for the grid connection would be decided by the ESB, without need for a further planning application. Terra Solar 11 was funded by the ESB to research and develop solar sites, then sold the lease on this project to the ESB, who commissioned Terra Solar 11 to work on the planning application for the Grid Connection, an application they said they didn’t need.  

The Inspector’s Report,  ABP - 30405, page 7, para 7.1.1 ends with the sentence: ‘I note that the grid connection does not form part of the proposed development’. And in the same document, page 16, 10.3:  “This permission [for the solar panels] shall not be construed as any form of consent or agreement to a connection to the National Grid or to the routing or nature of any such connection.”

Presumably these comments from the Inspector have prompted Terra Solar to prepare such extensive documentation on the grid connection, as well as no fewer than 7 site notices, which local people see but often do not comprehend. If the solar panels and grid connection had been presented to local people at the same time, there would have been greater awareness of what was planned for this area. Piecemeal contact with local residents, in the hands of a smooth operator, suits corporate needs.

In 2014 a successful case against project splitting was brought to the High Court. This was also a renewables project. Splitting the project can also enable a developer to avoid an EIAR. This practice of splitting one part of a project from another in order to ease the project through to completion, is one that cannot be condoned, said Hon Judge Peart.  

The connection to the grid is an integral part of any renewables project, just as in the case of the Garravagh development, the sensitive Lee river valley and the scenic hill above it form a whole; a development on the hill cannot be separated from what goes on in the valley.  These tactics are typical of the corporate deviousness that has characterized this procedure from the very beginning. 

3. FLOOD RISK & CLIMATE CHANGE

The area under consideration for the grid connection has flooded many times in recent years, and has recently been designated specifically by the OPW as an emergency flood plain to relieve flooding in Cork City Centre.  The documentation prepared by the OPW shows that planned defences of local properties at the edge of the flood plain will channel an even stronger flow of water through the area where the power cable would cross the river.

The extensive reports in the document submitted by Terra Solar 11, compiled by IE Consulting, on the question of flooding, make predictive assessments based on past events, but do not take into account the increased occurrence of extreme weather events that scientists around the globe have said that climate change will bring. Indeed there is not a single mention of climate change in any of the documentation we have seen concerning this project.  

The documentation does not take into account the effect that the 55 acres of solar panels on top of the hill will have on water run-off from the hill. Solar panels have almost no retention of intercepted precipitation, thus increasing loading to the Lee Valley below. It is common knowledge among those who live at the bottom of the hill that as much flooding comes from water running through the hill and out onto the road (R 618), as from the river.

The grid connection site is approx 1 kilometre below the Inniscarra dam. Local residents beside the proposed grid connection route have reported tsunamis of water coming downstream when the dam is opened to relieve pressure on the dam. The polesets either side of the river would bear the brunt of this. No amount of sandbagging and cement could withstand the force of the water if these extreme weather events increase in frequency, which every climate change document agrees that they will.

4. THE BEAUTIFUL LEE VALLEY

In rural planning, little credit is ever given to the pleasure brought to local residents and visitors by the beauty of the landscape. Ireland signed up for, but does not seem often to remember, the European Landscape Convention, as well as the National Landscape Strategy.  All along the River Lee there are signs telling us we are looking at The Beautiful Lee Valley.  This proposed grid connection is yet another example of the gradual degradation of the valley.  The proposed position of the poles carrying cable over the river, with its additional bird deflectors, is adjacent to a well-known and well-used beauty spot beside the Inniscarra Church and Graveyard. This is a favourite spot among local people for picnics, swimming, fishing, birdwatching, otter-watching.

The ravine that the river enters a few hundred metres further northwest, as well as one third of the site on the hill where the solar panels would be placed, is designated Landscape of High Value (LHV). For the past 40 or 50 years, this stretch of land coming out from the city centre, along the line of hills of which Garravagh is the last, has been categorized by successive Planning Authorities as a Metropolitan Green Belt. However, this designation has not protected the area. Calling a Solar Development a Solar Farm or Solar Park does not make 55 acres of steel and plastic agricultural or rural.  

Just above the Inniscarra dam at Curraleigh, there is a Beautiful Lee Valley sign at a lay-by, ironically outside the Environmental Protection Agency building, which has a permitted solar development right next to it. What are we proposing to do to the landscape along The Beautiful Lee Valley? Is this an appropriate use of public money, which, in the form of subsidies, backs all renewables schemes?

In the lockdowns of the past year or so, local landscape has become much more prominent in people’s awareness.  People have started to notice nature for the first time in close to a century. Nature has given solace and meaning as never before. As Fintan O’Toole said in The Irish Times July 10th 2021: 

“A survey by the EPA last year found an increase of 30-45 per cent in the amount of time we are spending in green spaces and waterside areas for physical and mental health, with nearly half of respondents reporting their discovery or rediscovery of such space. … We are waking up very late in the day to the realisation that the physical beauty and natural richness of the island are precious assets that are being squandered.”

5. PLANNNING BY ACCRETION

About 12 years ago a telecommunication structure and antennae, 15m high, appeared on top of the hill.  Then permission was sought and given for a 25m high monopole and antennae. At around the same time, retention for the initial illegal development was applied for and granted in 2010. Thus, in the case of the solar development, it was possible for the An Bord Pleanála Inspector to say there was already development on the hill. In April of 2021, there was an application to replace the original structure to a latticed tower 30 m high. Permission was granted. 

In similar fashion, just upstream of the proposed grid connection river crossing, there is small pylon carrying power lines across the river.  Is the argument then that it’s fine to have another power cable crossing the river if you’ve already got a pylon a couple of hundred metres away? Such laxity of planning sends the message to those who use the landscape, that it’s OK to abuse it, leave litter, to trash it in the same way they see the larger landscape trashed.  

The pressure to realise such projects, with EU fines regarding Ireland’s breach of Co2 emissions reductions obligations either pending or already imposed, is seen as politically expedient, vote-winning, and, most importantly, a business opportunity with a greenwashed face: we need renewables at any cost, say the developers. It is easy to ignore the fact that there are other ways of meeting the world’s need to decarbonize, like microgeneration, which benefits individuals in the community by reducing the cost of their electricity, not developers, individual landowners or the ESB. 

 6. THE BIG PICTURE

County and City make six year plans, the length of a sitting council.  There can be no sense of vision in a six year plan. The solar development originally had a permission for 35 years, now changed by the An Bord Pleanála Inspector to 25 years. Climate change reaches far into the future, and indeed challenges the very possibility of a future on the planet as we know it.

Any decisions taken on a project of this size involve the larger question of electricity production and our increasing need for it. A letter in the Irish Times (July 3rd 2021) reminds us that it is time to assess what the developers of renewables have achieved, and how much it has cost. The use of fossil fuels has hardly been reduced. The cheaper electricity that was promised has not arrived.

“It has however ruined many landscapes and natural habitats as well as many rural communities’ quality of life; cost the national purse in fines for failure to carry out proper environmental impact assessments of wind farm projects, and destabilised the Eirgrid network due to the wildly fluctuating nature of its energy delivery.”

According to current planning, if Ireland were to meet its electricity needs through renewables, much open countryside would be swallowed up in wind turbines and solar panels, and there would be nothing except a coastal strip to gladden the tourists’ and the locals’ eye.

Cork City, we note in a recent brochure, aspires to be a healthy city, investing in people’s well-being. This application for permission for a Grid Connection gives the City an opportunity to decide whether or not it wants to stand over the despoliation for future generations of a bend in the Lee River Valley where otters live, and a hilltop at its northwestern boundary where Hugh O’Neill camped with his army before the Battle of Kinsale (1601).

Inordinate attention, money, heartache and thousands of pages of text, photographs and diagrams have been lavished on solar projects, for which the Government persists in offering subsidies but no guidelines at all. In our dealings with the developers or their representatives, we were bullied and threatened, while more than one signatory suffered intimidation by interested parties, and felt they could not sign again this time, though they would have liked to.

It is estimated that by 2028, nearly 30% of Ireland’s electricity will be used for data storage, bitcoin mining etc. Are we prepared to meet this need by filling the countryside with turbines and panels? Could we not at the same time address our apparently insatiable need for data storage? Could we not  at least place panels on rooftops, where they will be part of a pre-existing built environment, without needing to apply for planning permission? We should conserve the landscape for future generations, who will need it more than ever?

“Over the past 30 years we’ve allowed what was one of western Europe’s most unspoiled natural environments to deteriorate with alarming rapidity and through shoddy carelessness. But maybe we are beginning to appreciate what we have and what we are losing.  ….   This can be one decent outcome of the pandemic. The great oudoors that we have reoccupied is not as great as it should be. But we do not have to settle for knowing what we’ve got only when it’s gone. “ (Fintan O’Toole)

CONCLUSION

We ask the City Council and the County Council to consider what they are condoning in order to repair Ireland’s breach of its CO2 emissions reductions obligations. If  Ireland is to reduce its carbon footprint,  if 70% of our electricity is to be from renewables by 2030, eventually thousands of hectares of valuable land — wild habitat, agricultural land— will be despoliated. 

This is not planning, it is subservience to business interests and represents a serious dereliction of duty on the part of planning authorities. It does not benefit local residents; it does not reduce the price of electricity.  The only winners are the developers, the landowners, and the state or semi-state bodies that quietly run our lives. 

Fifty-five acres of solar panels involve massive exploitation of resources in varyingly toxic combinations: from the mining of cobalt, whose extraction in Congo involves child labour, to the transport of panels from China to Ireland (with all associated transport costs to the planet) as well as disposal of the panels with multiple toxic components, after somewhere between twenty-five and thirty-five years.Solar energy is a transition solution, we have to ask the question: is it worth it? 
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