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I am Leighton Jones, speaking on behalf of The Knowle Society, which was founded in 1962 
in order to ‘maintain the character of the village’.  In the nearly 50 years since its foundation, 
it has worked continuously to achieve that aim with the support of local residents.  The 
Society is a charity and company limited by guarantee and has some 3000 members, 
approximately 1/3 of the adult population of Knowle.  Knowle does not have a parish council 
and so the Society aims to represent the views of the residents of the village in planning 
matters. 
 
 
The ‘Objects’ of the Society are: - 
 

1. to secure the preservation, protection, development and improvement of features of 
general public amenity or historic or public interest in the area of benefit or adjacent 
areas; 

2. to educate the public in the geography, history, natural history and architecture of the 
area of benefit; and 

3. to promote a high standard of planning and architecture in or affecting the area of 
benefit and to oppose any inappropriate developments. 

 
 
In order to achieve these ‘objects’, the Society has a Planning Committee which is chaired by 
a Trustee Director (myself) and which reports to the Board of Trustee Directors and to the 
membership.  It does the latter through reports to monthly members’ meetings and through its 
website and quarterly newsletter. The Committee members are not professional planners, 
although we have considerable experience of the planning system through study of the 
relevant legislation and our regular reviews of planning applications.  We also meet regularly 
with the Council’s planning officers to discuss general planning issues of relevance to our 
village. 
 
 
The Society’s planning committee considered in detail the development which is the subject 
of this inquiry and came to the clear conclusion that it was inappropriate.  We therefore 
submitted a letter of objection to the original planning application and have made a further 
submission to the Planning Inspectorate, objecting to the scheme.  In these submissions we 
identified a number of factors that supported our opinion that the development was 
inappropriate.  We sustain all those points and request that you should take these into account 
when making your decision.  However I wish to concentrate today on the most significant 
factors.  These are the harm that would be caused to the Green Belt and the absence of any 
over-riding very special circumstances; and our concerns about the possible future use of the 
moorings if permission were granted. 
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Green Belt considerations 
 
It is accepted by the applicants that the site of the proposed development is in the strategically 
important part of the Green Belt known as the Meriden Gap.  We would contend that any 
development in the Meriden Gap should meet the highest standards of design and need, even 
over and above those for developments in other parts of the Green Belt, as it is so important to 
prevent urban spread between Solihull and Coventry.  The Council has described in its 
evidence how this proposal comprises development which is inappropriate in the Green Belt 
and is therefore by definition harmful to it. The onus is therefore on the appellant to 
demonstrate that “very special circumstances” exist that outweigh the harm to the Green Belt.  
I will leave the technical arguments to the experts but I do want to explain why The Knowle 
Society considers that the proposal will cause significant harm to the Green Belt and then 
consider the circumstances that the appellant considers override the presumption against 
development in this case. 
 
It is our contention that the impact of this scheme on the Green Belt lies in its major impact 
on the open-ness of the Green Belt and its encroachment of urban development into the 
countryside.  You have seen the site, which consists of a number of open fields alongside the 
Grand Union Canal that were farmed until purchased by the appellants.  The site lies on the 
low land below the ridge on which the Kenilworth Road runs and which forms part of the hill 
or knoll that gives Knowle its name.  It is visible from many parts of the surrounding area and 
particularly from the canal towpath and the locally listed locks.  The proposed development 
would occupy a central position in an area of open farmland, showing itself as a heavily 
engineered and intensively altered site.  The whole of the site would be affected by the earth-
moving works, either from the construction of the mooring basin or by the excavation of the 
material to build the surrounding retaining walls of the basin; or by the construction of the 
access road, car parking and other facilities.  In the process the whole shape and appearance 
of the site would be altered. 
 
The scheme would allow 223 boats to be moored at the site, parked in serried ranks around 
the perimeter of the basin and on the central pontoons.  It is very likely that the vast majority 
of this number would remain on site at all times.  Based on the applicants provision of up to 
130 car parking spaces and the very reasonable assumption that anyone taking a boat out 
would arrive by car, at least 100 boats would remain parked on site at all times and even more 
at quieter times of the year, especially in the winter when they would be most visible.  Even 
when the boats are away from the site, the cars their occupants arrived in will still be on site. 
 
This would create a semi-permanent presence of extensive scale which would be bound to 
have a significant visual impact on the open-ness of the site.  The site could well be compared 
to a caravan park with the boats being more vividly coloured than most caravans.  Provision 
in the Green Belt of a such a caravan park taking up an area of land of the size of the basin 
and in a single massing would never be acceptable, so why should the same large area 
dedicated to boat moorings be considered acceptable, especially as they are even more 
difficult to screen? 
 
For these reasons The Knowle Society supports the Council’s assessment that the proposed 
development will harm this sensitive part of the Green Belt by adversely impacting on its 
openness and changing the tranquil character of the canalside environment which is enjoyed 
by walkers, fishermen and others using the canal and is therefore inappropriate development. 
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Very special circumstances 
 
The appellants have argued that the claimed need by British Waterways for moorings in 
Solihull coupled with the lack of alternative locations in the urban area and Green Belt within 
the Borough constitute the very special circumstances that override the presumption against 
development in this case. 
 
I am aware that if the need for moorings were fully established this could form part of a very 
special circumstances case.  In considering whether the need is in fact very special in this 
case, I would ask you to satisfy yourself as to the following matters: 
 

i) that the need has been robustly assessed, is local to Solihull and is not over-inflated, 
bearing in mind that British Waterways does have a commercial interest in 
promoting additional moorings and the doubt over their forecasts; 

 
ii) that the appeal site is the most suitable location in the area. The vast majority of the 

boats will be “parked” for most of the year, adding minimal benefit in terms of 
enhancing the recreational value of the canal to local people.  The boats clearly do 
not need to be parked in an attractive location to fulfil any need for a mooring so a 
less appealing location would be perfectly adequate; 

 
iii) There is also the issue of the convenience of this site.  The site is immediately south of 

Knowle Locks, so a boater heading north would have to negotiate them as soon as 
setting off.  After the next short section as far as Catherine de Barnes the canal 
enters a section that has been described to me by a boater as ‘bandit country’ 
which boaters do their best to pass through at top speed.  Therefore most boats will 
head south which is supported by the results of a survey of boaters based at the 
Black Buoy Cruising Club.  This must lead to congestion on this stretch of the 
canal. You may wish to consider whether this site is at all suitable for its intended 
purpose and whether it would be attractive enough for the berths to ever be filled. 

 
 

ECONOMIC BENEFIT 
 
 
The appellants have referred to supposed economic benefits, quoting the BW publication 
‘Waterways for Tomorrow’ and giving as an example of the need for regeneration the number 
of shops closing in Knowle. (Report dealing with very special circumstances - 
http://www.solihull.gov.uk/PlanAppDocs/2009/0494/0494_report_dealing_with_very_special
_circumstances.pdf).  While shops in Knowle do close, as in all areas, they seldom stay 
unoccupied for long.  Of the eight shops that have closed this year, two are already trading 
again, one is being refurbished for a client and two others are under offer.  Two of the others 
have closed within the last two weeks, so there hasn’t been a chance for new traders to move 
in yet.  It is very rare for any to remain vacant for a significant time.  We do have three charity 
shops, but they are stable and make a real contribution to the retail offering, the Oxfam one 
being a specialist books & music outlet and the Acorns one being the most profitable in their 
chain. 
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The calculations of the supposed economic benefit are from a BW economic demand model 
“Economic Impact of Marina Development” (2006) and given as £421,084 total retained 
income per annum within a 20-mile radius in ‘The Need for Moorings in Solihull’ 
(http://www.solihull.gov.uk/PlanAppDocs/2009/0494/0494_design_and_access_statement_ap
pendix_6_5_demand_gap_analysis_solihull.pdf).  We have been provided by BW with a copy 
of the calculations.  The major inputs to the ‘local’ economy are said to be: - 
 
 

• ‘cruising spend’ based on 80% of the spend taking place in the area.  However boats 
cruising from the proposed marina would very quickly leave Solihull, it being less 
than a day’s cruising whichever direction they take so most of this spend would be of 
no benefit to the local economy. 

 
 

• ‘annual boat running costs’, the main items of which are mooring costs, licence fees 
and other boat fees, all of which would benefit organisations outside the area. 

 
We have surveyed the boaters who moor at the Black Buoy Cruising Club canal moorings just 
south of the proposed site and the vast majority shop close to their homes, not near their 
moorings, and normally cruise south of the area, rarely coming up to Knowle and into 
Solihull, so their ‘cruising spend’ does not contribute to our area.  This is supported by a 
survey carried out recently of boaters using Knowle Locks.  In each case 2/3 to ¾ of the 
boaters do their main shop at home, not near their mooring.  Some do use shops on route for 
milk and bread etc or pubs for meals, but by the very nature of cruising most of this would be 
outside Solihull, let alone Knowle. 
 
 
Even if a significant part of this spend were to take place in Solihull (and more particularly in 
Knowle) we need to ask whether this would compensate for the harm caused by the marina.  
We have surveyed the shops and other businesses in Knowle that might benefit and while just 
under half saw a possible advantage in the marina, the remainder felt that there would be little 
or no advantage, or even a negative impact.  More significantly, shopping in Knowle is 
flourishing, despite the general economic situation, as is witnessed by the determination of 
Waitrose to open a new store in Knowle and Sainsbury to do likewise in Dorridge.  Sainsbury 
have just submitted a second planning application for their site in Dorridge, the first one 
having been refused by the Council.  Waitrose have just held a public consultation of their 
plans, prior to submission of their planning application. 
 
 
We are especially interested in the potential for a contribution to the economic life of Knowle 
and a 20 mile radius for the economic benefit to be distributed across would include such 
areas as Coventry and Rugby in the east, Sutton Coldfield in the north, most of the Black 
Country in the west and Stratford upon Avon in the south as well as Birmingham itself, thus 
covering almost all of the western midlands and some 3.5 million people, swamping the 11 
thousand or so residents of Knowle.  Once one extracts the money that would go to national 
organisations the amount that might come to Knowle, or even Solihull, is insignificant. 
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Looking at a wider measure of the local economy, the unemployment statistics show that 
Knowle ward has the second lowest unemployment rate in the Borough at 1.2% as against 
4.7% in the West Midlands generally. (May 2011)  Solihull Borough considers North Solihull 
the only part of the Borough in need of regeneration, which rightly excludes Knowle and its 
neighbours.  Mr Duckenfield includes in his Proof of Evidence a map showing Indices of 
Multiple Deprivation (5.3.11, page 24).  This shows very well how the site of the proposed 
development is in the middle of an area with little or no deprivation.  The nearest area of 
significant deprivation are parts of Birmingham, some 10km away from the site.  We request 
that the Inspector walks around Knowle and confirms our view that it isn’t an area in need of 
regeneration. 
 
The Inspector who refused the recent appeal in the case of Grove Farm, just north of this site 
supported this view in her report:- 
 

46. The development would undoubtedly, in my view, have some beneficial impact on 
local services and facilities in Knowle and a wider area. Economic benefits of a 200 
berth marina are calculated to be £421,084 total retained income per annum within a 
20 mile radius and the creation of 12 full time equivalent jobs. In his 2011 Budget the 
Chancellor of the Exchequer published proposals to help rebuild Britain’s economy. 
The planning system has a key role to play in this and on 23 March 2011 Greg Clark, 
Minister of State for Decentralisation, made a Written Ministerial Statement - 
"Planning for Growth" which sets out the Government's commitment to reforming the 
planning system so that it promotes sustainable growth and jobs. The Government 
expects that proposals for development and growth should, wherever possible, be 
allowed except where this would compromise the key sustainable development 
principles set out in national planning policy. This is an important consideration to 
which I attribute weight accordingly. Whilst marina developments can act as a 
catalyst for regeneration, I do not find any support for regeneration needs in the 
surrounding area. As such I give this prospect little weight. 

 
The Knowle Society’s conclusion is that the “very special circumstances” case as stated by 
the applicant is not proven and, even if it were it could not possibly outweigh the extent of 
harm to the Green Belt caused by the development. 
 
I now turn to my other concern, the potential future use of the moorings 
 
Whilst I appreciate that the appellants have indicated the use of only two boats for residential 
purposes for staff, I am aware of a recent decision relating to the Lemonroyd marina in Leeds  
(https://publicaccess.leeds.gov.uk/online-applications/applicationDetails.do?activeTab= 
summary&keyVal=L8OV51JB0FZ00) where consent has been granted at an established 
marina for a number of boats to be used for residential purposes.  This was regularising a 
situation which had apparently existed for some time and it was partly justified on the 
grounds that the boats provided a form of affordable housing.  We are worried that, if 
approved, a similar situation could develop at these moorings and the Leeds decision would 
set an unwelcome precedent, making it difficult for the Council to resist conversion to 
residential use.  If you were minded to approve this application, we would strongly urge you 
to impose a condition putting liability on the operators to prevent residential use of the boats 
but we would strongly wish not to be placed in a position of occupancy having to be 
monitored by the Council or local residents. 
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In Conclusion 
 
The Society does not see why this development should be imposed upon Knowle, as there 
will be very little, if any, advantage to Knowle or Solihull as a whole and significant adverse 
impacts.  In the spirit of Localism which the Government has as one of its major policies, 
development should meet the needs of local communities and should be led at neighbourhood 
level or be of such a major advantage to the national interest that the local interest can be 
over-ridden.  It is our contention that this development does not meet either of these 
conditions and the appeal should fail. 
 
Leighton Jones 
 
 
for The Knowle Society 
 
9 July 2011 


