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7th September 2021

An Bord Pleanála

64 Marlborough Street

Dublin 1

Dear Sir or Madam,

Third party appeal against conditional grant of planning permission to Terra Solar 11 for 20kV overground and underground Grid Connection from Garravagh to the Coolroe substation

Planning Authority ref no. 21/40293, Cork City Council

Planning Authority ref no. 215686, Cork County Council

We enclose 

—  The appropriate fee of €220

—  The official acknowledgement of our observation to the planning authority

—  A copy of our original observation to the planning authority.

Yours faithfully,

Judy Kravis & Peter Morgan, appellants

THE APPEAL

We are writing in relation to the decision by Cork City Council to grant permission for the grid connection from the 55 acre solar development on top of Garravagh Hill to the substation in Coolroe. We objected through Cork County Council (ref. 18/7410) to the solar development and also appealed it in 2019. We have now objected to the Grid Connection through Cork City Council.

The unusual situation of these two planning applications for two sections of the same development, is that at the time of the first, in early 2019, the land came under Cork County Council. In June 2019, Cork City extended its boundaries so that Garravagh Hill and the flood plain of the Lee Valley below, through which the Grid Connection would pass, now come under Cork City Council, with the exception of a small area west of the river which remains in the County.

At the time of writing, the short section of the Grid Connection that is in the County has not received permission, pending further information on preservation of trees, control of invasive species, and an otter survey. It is worth noting that the City, regarding their side of the river, has made no mention of the presence of otters; or indeed carried out an otter survey.  Where nature is concerned it is all too easy to avoid responsibility.

Our first appeal to the Board in 2019 re the 55 acres of solar panels on part of the Metropolitan Greenbelt, drew no response from Cork County Council. The An Bord Pleanála Inspector said it was ‘most unsatisfactory’ that there was no comment at all from the Senior Planner who had clearly influenced the recommendation, and that the developer, as well as the third-party appellants, should be concerned about this silence. 

One may suppose that the County Council, who were about to lose control of these lands, had little interest in the outcome, despite the fact that this so-called sustainable development contravened the County’s own plan for the Strategic and Prominent Metropolitan Green Belt. One third of the Garravagh hill is designated Landscape of High Value, despite the fact that Ireland is signed up to the European Landscape Convention. 

We ask what does “signed up” mean? “Strategic and Prominent Metropolitan Green Belt”? “Sustainable development”? Is this not just expedient language rather than genuine commitment? 

The Inspector’s report of 2019 argues that the suitability of the site revolves around prior development (communications masts) and the notion that solar panels constitute agricultural diversification. This is an entirely specious argument. 55 acres of steel and plastic is not agricultural, it is industrial. The gradual industrialisation of a Strategic and Prominent Metropolitan Green Belt runs counter to the County Plan 2014-20 and the Draft City Plan 2022-2028; it is not in the best interest of a green and healthy city; or the best interest of the planet. In the two years since we last  objected/appealed, no Government guidelines with regard to solar developments have been forthcoming. It is therefore doubly important to observe Planning Authority plans.

We note that the Grant document for the Grid Connection from Cork City Council dated August 12th 2021, refers only to the Cork County Development Plan 2014. We understand that this is currently, and for the next three months, the only Plan relating to these lands.  The Draft City Plan comes into operation January 2022. Cork City Council, in their summary, do not mention the OPW’s substantial plans for that part of the river and its flood plain. They do not consider good ecological practice, such as creating wetlands and encouraging wildlife. There is no mention of our changed climate and the extreme weather conditions we must expect in future.  

We appeal to the Board, in the name of common sense, in the interests of fairness, and for the benefit of future generations, to respect the wording of the Draft Cork City Plan 2022-8, Chapter 6, which makes extensive reference to the Metropolitan Green Belt. “The highest possible protection” will be given to the ridges, hillsides and valleys of this area.  The Draft Cork City Plan as a whole has a strongly Green and Blue emphasis, highlighting the importance of protecting bio-diversity for the health of the city, as well as for the health of the planet. 

We appeal to the Board to take this opportunity to prevent a development that has already contravened the County Plan for the Metropolitan Green Belt and, if allowed to go ahead, will contravene the strengthened Draft City Plan. 

The short lifetime of solar panels brings a never-discussed environmental problem: how to dispose of vast quantities of steel, plastic and various toxic components when they are no longer functional. It is estimated that by 2050 there will be 50 million tons of toxic waste from solar panels in Europe. ‘Renewable’ and ‘sustainable’ are dangerously deceptive words. 

We are constantly told that the planet is on red alert. Humanity has caused the loss of 83% of all wild mammals and half of all plants. We contend that the lands on top of the hill, which include important scrubland for nesting native birds, and the Lee Valley flood plain, as it emerges from the ravine below the Inniscarra Dam, are of greater environmental value than the small amount of renewable electricity that would be produced by the short lifetime of the solar arrays. An undisturbed landscape is more ecologically valuable than any mitigation planting to disguise an industrial development. 

The Grid Connection has no function without the Solar arrays, just as the Solar arrays have no function without the Grid Connection. They are interdependent, and together the lands they occupy involve a large acreage and a complex topology of landscapes, wildlife habitats and human needs. 

Therefore we are asking you, the Board, in the light of all the points we have made, both in this document and in the objection sent to Cork City Council, to refuse permission for the Grid Connection, in the interest of safeguarding the health and balance of the expanded Cork City, with due respect to the ecological and heritage value of Garravagh Hill, the River Lee and the Lee Valley. 
