Good afternoon, Inspector.
My name is Robert Browne. I am a Chartered Landscape Architect and Director of Wynne-Williams Associates. I was appointed by East Hertfordshire District Council to provide evidence on the landscape character and visual effects of the appeal proposals. My evidence relates solely to Reason for Refusal 2.
Having reviewed the appeal documents, relevant policy, published landscape character assessments and having undertaken a number of site visits, my professional conclusion is that the appeal proposal would result in significant and lasting harm to the landscape character and appearance of the site and surroundings.
The starting point is to understand how the site is experienced today.
The appeal site is not an urban fringe landscape waiting to be developed. It is a substantial area of open agricultural countryside located within the Cherry Green Arable Plateau Landscape Character Area. It is characterised by arable farmland, mature hedgerows, tree belts, public footpaths and a strong rural character. Although the site lies adjacent to Buntingford Business Park and close to the A10, these features do not define its character. The site is experienced overwhelmingly as part of the open countryside surrounding Buntingford, rather than as part of the town itself.
The published East Herts Landscape Character Assessment identifies this landscape as visually sensitive to changes in built form. Importantly, it notes the area's exposed character and extensive views and specifically recognises its sensitivity to development. The Buntingford Community Area Neighbourhood Plan similarly highlights the importance of maintaining the town's relationship with its surrounding countryside and warns of the risk that further expansion could intrude into and damage valued views.
In my assessment, the site possesses medium landscape value and high susceptibility to change. It performs an important role in maintaining the rural setting of Buntingford and in providing a clear transition between the built-up area and the countryside beyond. When value and susceptibility are considered together, the site and the principal landscape character receptors are of high sensitivity. All ratings for landscape value, susceptibility, and sensitivity are agreed with the Appellant. High sensitivity is agreed for all landscape character receptors, with medium sensitivity agreed for individual landscape elements.
Against that baseline, the proposed development would introduce up to 600 dwellings, a school, local centre, roads, lighting, drainage infrastructure and associated urban activity across approximately 50 hectares of countryside. This is a very substantial development.
The resulting change would not simply arise from the buildings themselves. It would come from the complete urbanisation of the site through roads, lighting columns, parked vehicles, signage, garden boundaries, domestic activity and all the infrastructure associated with a new neighbourhood. What is currently an open rural landscape would become a significant suburban settlement within the countryside.
In landscape terms, I consider the effects on the site and its immediate surroundings to be major adverse during construction, at Year 1 and still major adverse after 15 years. I reach the same conclusion for effects on the public rights of way that cross the site. While new planting would mature over time, it would not reinstate the existing rural character or the experience currently enjoyed by users of Footpaths 40 and 41. The Appellant agrees major adverse effects are likely for the site and its immediate surroundings as well as footpaths crossing the site during construction. Disagreement centres on the effectiveness of mitigation in the following years.  
I also conclude that there would be moderate adverse effects on a localised portion of the Cherry Green Arable Plateau character area throughout the assessment period. This is because the development would introduce extensive built form directly into the host landscape character area, eroding its established rural qualities and altering the relationship between Buntingford and its countryside setting. Surprisingly, the Appellant concludes beneficial effects on the character of the host landscape character area. 
Turning to visual effects, the most significant impacts would be experienced by people using the public rights of way through and around the site. These users currently experience open views across rolling agricultural countryside. The proposed development would fundamentally alter those views.
In my opinion, major adverse visual effects would occur during construction, at Year 1 and would remain at Year 15 for users of footpaths within and immediately adjacent to the site. Nearby residents and walkers on surrounding routes would also experience adverse visual effects, albeit to varying degrees depending on distance and visibility. Major adverse visual effects are agreed between parties at Year 1 for people on public rights of way across the site and within half a kilometre. Once again, disagreement is related to the ability of mitigation to reduce effects over time. 
I acknowledge that the proposed landscape strategy includes additional tree planting, hedgerows and attenuation features. These measures would provide some benefits for individual landscape elements. However, they do not offset the fundamental loss of rural character and visual amenity. Planting can soften the appearance of development. It cannot reverse the loss of open countryside or remove the urbanising influence created by a development of this scale.
One of the clearest aspects of the proposals is that they extend substantial built development beyond the A10. The A10 currently provides a clear and defensible boundary between Buntingford and the countryside to the west. The appeal scheme would breach that distinction and introduce a significant urban incursion into land that is presently experienced as rural.
Therefore, taking all matters together, my professional opinion remains that the appeal proposals would cause significant and permanent harm to landscape character, to the rural setting of Buntingford, and to the visual amenity experienced by users of the surrounding countryside.
For those reasons, I conclude that the proposals conflict with Policies DES2 and GBR2 of the East Herts District Plan, Policies ES1 and HD2 of the Buntingford Community Area Neighbourhood Plan, and the National Planning Policy Framework.
