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Full Council
Title: Verge at Howland Road Thame OX9 3GQ
Construction of a micro energy storage facility
Date: 21 April 2026
Contact Officer: Graeme Markland, Neighbourhood Plan Continuity Officer
Background

1.

The application site is within an area (approximately 0.155 ha) of Highway amenity land at the
north and west side of the junction between Howland Road and Pearce Way, just south of the
Phoenix Trail. To the immediate west of the highway land are some 11 dwellings on Pearce
Way, consisting of a mix of single and two-storey houses and 4 apartments.

. Afootpath runs north-south through the verge area. While Highway Land, the area is within the

partial management of Thame Town Council. To the west of the footpath, adjacent to the brick
wall boundary of the Pearce Way houses the verge is managed under a cut and collect regime
to encourage the development of wildflower meadow plants. To the east of the path the verge
is kept closely mown to preserve the vision splay at the Pearce Way junction / the site line along
Howland Road.

Within the meadow area of the verge volunteers from local community partnership 21t Century
Thame had, with the support of Thame Town Council planted and maintained 7 deciduous trees
to provide visual amenity and improve biodiversity. The trees would in time have provided
secondary benefits such as helping reduce the local urban heat affect and providing a partial
visual screen of the Howland Road Business Park. Due to their spacing they would have
provided partial shade to the adjacent dwellings while not preventing periods of direct sunlight.

Shortly after the public consultation on this application opened the trees were all destroyed
through a single act of vandalism. Thames Valley Police have recorded the incident as a crime.
It is believed information that may help in any investigation has been passed to them.

Proposed Development

5.

It is proposed to install a battery energy storage system (BESS) within an area of approximately
0.036 ha. On a concrete slab of some 16 sq.m. aligned on a roughly east-west axis four battery
units and an electrical cabinet are proposed. The cabinet will face the dwellings of Pearce Way
(specifically, numbers 12 a-d) while the batteries would be concealed by the use of a 2.4 metre
high wire mesh with wooden inset panels, occupying an area of around 25 sq.m. Animage of a
similar store can be found on the applicant’s web page.

The batteries would be connected to the local power grid to receive “excess power” from the grid
during times of low demand or peak production. This would be stored for release during periods
of peak demand / low production, usually early evenings. The collective capacity of around
200kW (800kWh) is modest, those figures indicating that 200kW of power could be delivered for
4 hours. The average home may use around 7.4kWh per day; most of that will usually be used
over morning and evening peaks.
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Principle of Development

7.

The site has been selected by the applicant as it is flat land and sits within 50 metres of an
existing substation / a large 3 phase low voltage cable.

The Government advised that as of December 2024 up to 6.8 GW of BESS were estimated to
be installed across the UK, but it expected that by 2030 between 23 — 27 GW of battery storage
would be needed (source: “Battery energy storage systems”, Parliamentary Research Briefing
June 2025). It advises most of the storage was expected to arise from grid-scale batteries.

Transport and access

9.

The site does not have any formal vehicle access for either construction or maintenance. Access
would have to be made off the highway without the benefit of a vehicle crossover, over 3 metres
width of cropped verge and a pedestrian footpath. No information has been given as to how
construction will be carried out, i.e., what sort of equipment will be used or how passers by and
vehicles on the adjacent “B” class road will be kept safe. The applicant’s planning statement
declares the electrical equipment will be craned into place, presumably once the plinth and
compound has been completed.

Neighbouring amenity

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

The applicant has submitted a noise assessment for the proposal’s operation. Numbers 12 a-d
Pearce Way would be closest to the store, the nearest battery being approximately 17 metres
distant. Predicted noise levels have been provided as part of the assessment, with noise
calculated at 4 metres height, approximating first-floor level. The assessment shows that at that
distance, a little over 31 dB could be expected.

There has been no comparison made with the noise level of the immediate environment.
Howland Road is, however, busy and it is likely passing traffic will be on average louder for the
adjacent occupants at first floor level. The submitted report also includes an assessment to
establish the likely impact on residents of low frequency sound, presumably an attempt to
establish if electrical “hum” will cause a nuisance. The methodology used is that advised for
those investigating existing low frequency noise nuisance and the applicant’s assessment does
not recommend its use for planning purposes.

The applicant’s report also states the frequencies used for this assessment are not derived from
the make or model of battery proposed as such data is not available. No commentary is made
on the noise levels that could be expected from the inverter, which will have to convert alternating
current to direct current for storage and then reverse the process for distribution to the local grid.

Given the proposed location and maximum height of the tallest part of the facility it is not judged
there will not be any significant harm in visual amenity terms for nearby residents.

As of mid-2025 a research briefing for the UK Parliament could only report two fires occurring in
electrical battery storage systems, one of which occurred during construction, from some 124
operational facilities, most of which would have had multiple individual stores (note: prior to 2021
only systems with a capacity of over 1MW were counted). Further commentary is provided on
this matter below.
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Design

15.

16.

17.

The cabinet will be painted in “fir green”, with a similar coloured wire mesh fence backed by
natural timber panels. The cabinet will be slightly taller than the 2.4-metre-high fencing and will
face west, towards the brick wall bordering the dwellings of Pearce Way. The view from the
highway and adjacent path will, therefore, primarily be of the timber-backed fenced compound
which, while a little incongruous, would not in itself be overly harmful.

Guidance from the National Fire Chiefs Council, however, indicates that the landscaping around
will have to be managed in a specific way. Details are given below, but this would harm the
pleasing aspect created by the existing meadow and tree planting. The advice also recommends
clear signage being attached externally that detail the hazards posed by the equipment, the
technology used within the BESS and details of any fire suppression equipment fitted. The
Council advise that signage that can be read from a distance of 30 metres be attached detailing
24 hour-a-day emergency contact information.

No such signage is shown on the elevation diagrams; given the distance between the facility and
the Pearce Way wall, the signs would have to be attached to the north, south or east elevations
and at a height that would enable them to be read above the meadow plants.

Ecology

18.

19.

Policy

20.

21.

The applicant believes the land to be “unutilised grass”. The proposal would, however, remove
an area of land that has been managed to promote wildflower meadow plants and trees for
several years, with the approval of the landowner, Oxfordshire County Council.

The applicant claims the site falls below the threshold for mandatory Biodiversity Net Gain
(BNG), being less than 25 sq.m. in area. As discussed in greater detail below, it is believed the
area affected will be much greater and the provision of BNG should be a material matter.

The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) advises that the planning system should
support the national commitment to achieving net zero carbon emissions by 2050. Over
paragraphs 165 — 169 it states:

o Development plans should provide a positive strategy for energy from renewable / low
carbon energy and heat that maximises the potential for suitable development. This
could involve identifying suitable areas for renewable and low carbon energy sources
and supporting infrastructure where this could help secure their development.

e For decision making, development should comply with any development plan policies on
local requirements for decentralised energy unless not feasible / viable.

o Significant weight should be given to the benefits associated with renewable and low
carbon energy generation and a proposal’s contribution to a net zero future.

e Local planning authorities should recognise that small-scale projects provide a valuable
contribution to cutting greenhouse gas emissions.

e Developments outside suitable areas identified within development plans will need to
demonstrate the proposed location meets the criteria used to identify them.

National Planning Practice Guidance (NPPG) notes that for proposals for battery storage of less
than 1 MWh in scale should consider guidance prepared by the National Fire Chiefs Council
when preparing their application. It also:
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22.

23.

Agenda Iltem: 5

¢ Notes that the responsibility of communities to help increase the use and supply of green
energy does not automatically override environmental protections and the planning
concerns of local communities.

e States protecting local amenity is an important consideration to be given proper weight
in planning decisions.

e That when deciding buffers between renewable energy development and other land
uses, set back distances should be guided by safety implications rather than rules.

o That Battery storage can enable energy to be used more flexibly and de-carbonise our
energy system, cost-effectively.

The District’'s 2035 Local Plan does not have areas identified for battery storage, as
recommended by the NPPF. The emerging 2041 Joint Local Plan does, however, have both a
draft policy and areas identified as suitable for BESS. Policy CE5 identifies sites suitable as
broad locations for renewable energy schemes and the submitted Interactive Map has a
separate layer for BESS. The applicant’s location is identified as constrained, i.e., potentially
unsuitable.

Policy DES9: Renewable and Low Carbon Energy of the 2035 Local Plan encourages schemes
for renewable and low carbon energy generation “and associated infrastructure” at all scales.
This appears to cover energy production, not energy storage. Policy DES10: Carbon Reduction
seeks to reduce energy use and associated emissions. While the supporting text of Policy
DES10 refers to “low carbon technologies” it is in connection with the development of buildings.
It is, therefore, considered the 2035 Local Plan is “silent” on this matter; the Thame
Neighbourhood Plan is similarly silent on the issue of standalone battery energy storage.

Best practice: advice from the National Fire Chiefs Council

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

The Oxfordshire Fire and Rescue Service is not a consultee for this type of application. Advice
given by the National Fire Chiefs Council recommends engagement with local fire and rescue
services. While the chance of an incident may be very low, impact off site could be significant
as the risk of high temperatures, explosion and toxic gases are all considered likely with
secondary affects including ground / water contamination.

The advice also states that BESS should be isolated from combustible materials, including
vegetation. While this is primarily aimed at BESS of 1 MWh or greater, the guidance states it
‘may be relevant to other technologies”. It is advised that an area of 3 metres around the
cabinets and enclosures is kept clear of combustible vegetation. The verge has and will be
managed as a meadow habitat; the nature of its vegetation is clearly combustible. No mention
is made of this matter within the applicant’s submitted documentation. If permitted, it is likely
that the facility owner will as best practice seek to “cleanse” the land around the whole compound
to at least a distance of 3 metres.

The applicant has, however, shown their “site” as incorporating an area of land over 14 times
greater than the compound area. It is possible they will seek to control the landscaping across
this wider area and may even introduce vegetation suppressant materials to reduce
maintenance. This will have a notable impact on the amenity value of the verge.

While not necessarily supported for this installation (recommendations for the use of water as a
suppressant varies between manufacturers) the local fire service may wish to see availability of
a water supply to help prevent the spread of fire between units and to adjacent land. The
applicant does not state if a supply would be available for this purpose.

The National Fire Chiefs Council recommends a minimum distance between BESS and occupied
buildings of at least 30 metres. While this advice was written for larger facilities, given the
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potential for off-gassing, high temperature flames etc. this advice may be relevant, particularly
given the proximity of Pearce Way, Howland Road footpath and carriageway and National Cycle
Route 57 (the Phoenix Trail) and Cuttlebrook Hall Care Home. On a similar point, the Council
also advises that the applicant provides details of all sensitive receptors within a 1km radius of
their site to the Local Planning Authority such as residences, workplaces, schools, hospitals and
care homes.

Summary

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

Given the advisories stated within the submitted noise assessment it is possible the development
would be contrary to 2035 Local Plan Policies ENV12 and DESG6. It is recommended that the
Town Council make any recommendation subject to the involvement and approval of the
District’s Environmental Protection Team.

No consideration has been given by the developer to the effects of air pollution on nearby
residents and workers in the unlikely event of a fire, contrary to 20235 Local Plan Policies ENV12
and DESG6. Given the lack of information on site management, water supply and the proximity
of residences including the Cuttlebrook Hall Care Home it is recommended the Town Council
make any recommendation to approve subject to the involvement and approval of the local fire
and rescue service.

The site is not recommended as a suitable area for BESS as found through the evidence base
and Policies Map submitted alongside the District Council’s emerging 2041 Joint Local Plan. No
evidence has been submitted as to how the site was deemed suitable, other than how it could
enable a connection to the local grid, contrary to NPPF Paragraph 169.

There is a lack of information regarding site access for both development and maintenance.
Access would have to be made from a busy highway and across a well-used footpath. In failing
to demonstrate how highway users could be kept safe the proposal is contrary to 2035 Local
Plan Policy TRANSS.

The BESS as presented would not represent overly harmful development in this area of highway
land. It is believed, however, that the applicant would seek control over a much wider area of
the verge to control vegetative growth within an area of highway land actively managed to
promote both visual and biodiversity interest. It is clear the compound will need signage,
potentially significant in its scale and format. Without further details on these matters the
development risks being contrary to TNP2 Policy CPQ1 and 2035 Local Plan Policies DES1 and
DES2.

In failing to properly identify the area of land that would be affected by the development, the
applicant has not provided for BNG. This, and lack of recognition of biodiversity loss, is contrary
to TNP2 Policy NEB1 and Policy DES1.

The proposal, while small, does have the potential to provide a valuable contribution to cutting
greenhouse gas emissions. Given the above uncertainties and lack of detail concerning matters
such as visual appearance, not providing for BNG and failing to note sound guidance issued to
ensure the safety of residents and first responders the harm is, however, likely to outweigh the
relatively limited benefits.

If approved, the application should be subject to a planning condition regarding the
development’s end-of-life stating how the infrastructure would be removed and the site returned
to its original or accepted use and condition.
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Recommendation

37. For the reasons given above, it is recommended that Thame Town Council objects to this
application.
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