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Call for Evidence – Strategic Planning Policy for 
‘Renewable Energy’  
  
Emerging Issues Paper 
 
Background 
 
1. On 7th March 2016, the Department announced ‘Calls for Evidence’ to 

help inform the scope of a proposed focused review of strategic 
planning policy for Renewable Energy development (and strategic 
planning policy for Development in the Countryside). The closing date 
for submissions to the Calls for Evidence was 6 May 2016.  
 

2. This exercise was intended to improve the Department’s understanding 
of the operation and impact of the existing policy and provide up-to-
date evidence on the social, environmental and economic impacts.  
 

3. Whilst the Department welcomed comments on all aspects of strategic 
planning policy for Renewable Energy development (and any other 
information and advice to assist the review) it was particularly keen to 
hear views in response to the following key questions: 
 
How should the Northern Ireland planning system best facilitate 
sustainable renewable energy development in appropriate 
locations without compromising our natural and built 
environment, and other assets of acknowledged importance?  
 
How can strategic planning policy best assist with addressing 
potential amenity issues that may arise as a result of facilitating 
all types of renewable energy development (e.g. wind, solar, water 
(hydropower), geothermal energy, biomass)?  
 

4. The ‘Calls for Evidence’ were made available to view or download at: 
www.planningni.gov.uk/callforevidence 

 
 
Purpose of this paper 

 
5. This paper provides a summary of the comments and evidence 

received and seeks to highlight the emerging key themes and issues. It 
is not, however, intended to be a comprehensive report on every 
comment received. Rather its aim is to provide a broad indication of the 
level and diversity of representations made.  A paper on the outcome 
of the Call for Evidence in relation to Development in the Countryside 
has been prepared separately. 

 

http://www.planningni.gov.uk/callforevidence�


 2 

Overview of Consultation 
 
How many responses were received? 
 
6. The Department received a total of 36 responses to the Call for 

Evidence – Strategic Planning Policy for Renewable Energy 
development. All responses have been taken into account in preparing 
this paper. 

 
 
Who responded? 

 
7. The Call for Evidence attracted responses from a wide range of 

interests.  This included responses from 8 of the 11 local Councils as 
well as the Northern Ireland Local Government Association (NILGA);  
Environmental interests such as Northern Ireland Environmental Link 
(NIEL), National Trust, Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 
(RSPB), the Council  for Nature Conservation and the Countryside 
(CNCC), Belfast Hills Partnership, the Ulster Angling Federation, and 
River Faughan Anglers Limited; Renewable Energy Industry interests 
including Lightsource Renewable Energy Holdings Limited, ABO Wind 
NI Limited, Renewable Energy Systems Limited, Energia, and the 
Northern Ireland Renewables Industry Group (NIRIG); as well as 
Professional Bodies such as the Royal Town Planning Institute NI 
(RTPI), Landscape Institute Northern Ireland (LINI), the Chartered 
Institute of Architectural Technologists (CIAT), and the Environmental 
and Planning Law Association for Northern Ireland (EPLANI). A 
number of responses were submitted by individual interests.   
 

8. Further details of the respondents to the Call for Evidence are attached 
at Annex A.  

 
 
Emerging Key themes 
 

General overview 
 

9. From a consideration of all the responses received it is evident that 
opinion is mixed on the appropriateness of the current strategic 
planning policy for Renewable Energy development. The issues that 
have been raised by respondents are wide ranging and varied. Some 
respondents consider the current strategic policy to be balanced and fit 
for purpose and are generally in favour of the strategic nature of 
renewable energy policy, whilst others are not. Several respondents 
from the Local Government sector such as Derry City & Strabane 
District Council and Fermanagh & Omagh District Council, as well as 
NIEL and the National Trust advocate a balanced approach to strategic 
policy which can help meet renewable energy targets whilst providing 
environmental protections.  
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10. Some respondents want to see a more strategic approach in relation to 
selecting the most appropriate sites and locations for renewable energy 
development, as well as identifying saturation points and restricting 
further ‘inappropriate’ development. Belfast City Council, the 
Landscape Institute, the National Trust and others have commented on 
the cumulative impacts of renewable energy developments. 
 
Site considerations 
 

11. Several respondents, such as Jane Burnside Architect and the National 
Trust, raise issues around the selection of sites for renewable energy 
development and advocate a form of sequential testing. Others with 
environmental interests, such as NIEL, CNCC, and the Landscape 
Institute, highlight the visual amenity impacts of renewable energy 
development. 
  

12. The decommissioning of renewable energy sites after the lifespan of a 
development has come to an end, as well as adequate guidance and 
enforcement procedures for the same, are important issues for other 
respondents including two private individuals, two from the Local 
Governments sector, as well as CIAT, the National Trust and RSPB.  
 
Application process 

 
13.  Issues around the submission and processing of applications for 

renewable energy development have been raised by several 
respondents. The importance of Environmental Impact Assessments 
(EIAs) in the application process has been highlighted by several 
respondents including private individuals, the RTPI and RSPB. 
Lightsource Renewable Energy Holdings Limited specifically 
referenced the statutory requirements governing EIA screenings and 
determinations and suggested that the length of time that an EIA 
Determination takes varies considerably from Council to Council. They 
argue that any undue delay can have a serious impact on the funding 
and viability of projects. Other respondents (including Lightsource, 
Community Places, the RTPI and RSPB) stressed the importance of 
‘front loading’ the application process with appropriate information, 
whilst other private individuals believe that an onus should be put on 
developers to provide accurate information at the pre-application stage.  

 
14. NIEL, CNCC and an individual respondent consider that there is a 

need for improved knowledge amongst planning staff dealing with 
renewable energy applications, whilst three other respondents  
 
Guidance 
 

15. A need for better and clearer guidance has been highlighted by 11 
respondents across a range of sectors, mainly from Local Government 
as well as CNCC, NIEL, the RTPI and other private individuals. 
Additional guidance around designated landscapes and the scope for 
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renewable energy development in these landscapes has been raised, 
as well as a need for advice and guidance to be continuously updated. 
 
Community benefits/involvement 
 

16. Opposing views have been expressed by respondents in connection 
with the use of financial incentives offered to communities close to 
renewable energy development. Some private individuals and the 
RSPB advocate this practice whilst on the other hand some private 
individuals believe it adds bias and influences the decision making 
process and so, should not be a consideration in the assessment of 
planning applications for renewable energy development. Belfast City 
Council and NILGA have sought more guidance on community 
benefits.  
 

17. In general there has been positive commentary across a range of 
sectors concerning the importance of community engagement with a 
desire expressed to see this continued. However, the Fermanagh Trust 
considers there has been a lack of meaningful community engagement 
and developer involvement with local communities. 
 
Land mapping and Land Strategy 
 

18. The need for a land map showing existing and proposed renewable 
energy developments, potential saturation points, and the need for 
councils to collaborate to update such a map has been highlighted by 
some respondents with an Environmental interest such as NIEL, CNCC 
and RSPB as well as some Local Government interests, the 
Landscape Institute and a private individual. 
 

19. Most of the aforementioned respondents as well as the National Trust 
have also highlighted a desire for an overall Land Strategy for the 
North of Ireland to help provide a strategic approach to renewable 
energy development. These issues as well as a number of other issues 
raised in the Call for Evidence are beyond the scope of the review of 
strategic policy for Renewable Energy development; however, they 
have been recorded and noted by the Department. 
 

20. Other wide ranging and varied comments made in relation to strategic 
policy for specific forms of renewable energy development are 
summarised as follows:  

 
(a) Wind Energy 
 

21. Much comment has been made in relation to policy provision for wind 
energy within strategic planning policy for Renewable Energy 
development. 17 of the 36 submissions to the Call for Evidence refer to 
different aspects of wind energy development. There has been a 
considerable level of comment in connection with the cumulative 
impact of wind energy development. Five councils, as well as NILGA, 
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Belfast Hills Partnership and NIEL consider there is a requirement for 
the clearer identification of saturation points.  
 

22. Some respondents also from the Local Government sector, namely 
NILGA, Mid-Ulster District Council and Ards & North Down District 
Council, as well as three private individuals refer to noise impacts, 
noise control and ETSU guidelines, which some consider to be 
outdated. Separation distances between wind turbines and dwellings 
as well as between individual turbines have been raised by Belfast Hills 
Partnership, two councils and three private individuals. 
 

23. Concerns have been raised by three Local Government interests, the 
National Trust, a private individual and a planning consultant around a 
perceived over-dependency on wind energy over other forms of 
renewable energy. Derry City & Strabane District Council and Omagh 
& Fermanagh District Council, as well as CNCC and two other 
individuals have raised issues around grid connection capacity and 
availability. These matters are not within the scope of the review and 
are issues for the Department for the Economy (DfE), NIE Networks 
and SONI, the electricity system operator for the North.   
 

24. The National Trust, Belfast Hills Partnership, Mid-Ulster District Council 
and an individual respondent have commented on the visual amenity 
impacts of wind energy proposals. The Landscape Institute and some 
private individuals have concerns regarding single wind turbines, 
considering them to be over used and blights on the landscape. They 
also take the view that more detailed applications are required for 
single turbine proposals. Other respondents consider that given the 
scale of contemporary wind turbines, the material considerations for 
single turbine applications should be the same as those for wind farm 
proposals. Some respondents including Belfast City Council contend 
that strategic policy should not introduce a level of prescription on 
issues such as separation distances that could be more effectively 
considered in Local Development Plans.  
 

25. Some respondents refer to strategic policy for wind farm development 
on active peatland with differing views from Renewable Energy 
Systems Limited who consider the policy is over-protective in terms of 
renewable energy development in these areas, whilst CNCC supports 
the current strategic policy on this matter. However, CNCC would also 
like to see a review of impacts on active peatland since the SPPS was 
published and NIEL have concerns regarding the expertise of staff in 
this area. 
 

26. Belfast Hills Partnership and an individual respondent raise the 
importance of training for staff dealing with wind energy applications as 
well as a need for improved guidance for staff. One private individual 
refers to public health and safety issues and another raises the impact 
of wind energy development on property values. SSE Airtricity want to 
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see an avoidance of an over prescriptive approach to wind energy 
development.  
         
(b) Solar Energy 

 
27. Solar energy development attracted comments from 7 respondents. Of 

most concern are the visual amenity impacts and integration of large 
scale solar farms which have been raised in submissions from the 
National Trust, Ards & North Down Borough Council, individual 
respondents and Jane Burnside Architect, who has also drawn 
attention to a research paper by David J C Mackay FRS, Cavendish 
Laboratory, University of Cambridge titled ‘Solar energy in the context 
of energy use, energy transportation, and energy storage’.  
 

28. On the other hand, Lightsource Renewable Energy Holdings Limited 
contends that locating large scale solar farms in well screened fields in 
the countryside has the potential to considerably reduce visual impact, 
and stresses that strategic planning policy should reflect this. 
Lightsource also takes the view that planning staff dealing with 
proposals for large scale solar farms need to have a better appreciation 
and understanding of site requirements.   
 

29. Community Places, Jane Burnside Architect and two individual 
respondents have requested that specific policy and guidance is issued 
for large scale solar energy development. Jane Burnside Architect and 
a private individual also raise issues around limiting the scale of solar 
farms, cumulative impact, separation distances and putting an 
emphasis on the decommissioning of these developments through 
decommissioning bonds as well as the required enforcement 
procedures. Furthermore, it is suggested that rooftop solar panels 
should be encouraged over large scale solar farms, sequential testing 
for the siting of solar farms should be advocated and that there should 
be a presumption against the extension of solar farms.   
 

30. Lightsource advocates renewable energy development particularly 
large scale solar farms and contends that strategic planning policy 
should give additional weight to strategically important renewable 
energy projects, as well as sensitively located proposals that utilise 
biodiversity enhancement measures.    
 
(c) Other forms of renewable energy 
 

31. Regarding anaerobic digestion, two respondents from the Local 
Government sector, namely Fermanagh & Omagh District Council and 
NILGA raise issues around the cumulative impact of this form of 
renewable energy development, as well as the transportation of 
materials to anaerobic digestion plants. In relation to hydro-electricity 
developments the Ulster Angling Federation and River Faughan 
Anglers contend that more protection is needed from this type of 
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development on rivers in Special Countryside Areas and other 
protected areas. 
 
 
(d) Other Issues 
 

32. Other views have which have been raised in submissions to the Call for 
Evidence include a desire to see innovative technological approaches 
being encouraged; clarification of ‘economic benefits’ in relation to 
renewable energy development; a welcoming of ‘appropriate’ weighting 
being given to the wider environmental, economic and social benefits 
of renewable energy proposals; and, a desire to see permitted 
development rights for renewable energy projects withdrawn. 
 
 

What are the Next Steps? 
 

33. The Minister is currently considering the outcome of the Calls for 
Evidence consultation and the appropriate next steps he wishes to take 
in relation to strategic planning policy for Renewable Energy 
development.  
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Annex A 
Local Government interests:  
Belfast City Council; Mid-Ulster District Council; Newry, Mourne & Down 

District Council; Derry City & Strabane District Council; Lisburn & Castlereagh 

City Council; Causeway Coast & Glens Borough Council; Fermanagh & 

Omagh District Council; Ards & North Down Borough Council; and Northern 

Ireland Local Government Association (NILGA) 

 
Environmental interests – The Built and Natural Environment:  
Northern Ireland Environment Link (NIEL); Council for Nature Conservation 

and the Countryside (CNCC); Belfast Hills Partnership; Ulster Angling 

Federation; River Faughan Anglers Limited; Royal Society for Protection of 

Birds (RSPB); and the National Trust 

 

Business/Industry interests – Renewable Energy Industry:  
Lightsource Renewable Energy Holdings Limited; Abo Wind NI Ltd; 

Renewable Energy Systems Limited; Northern Ireland Renewables Industry 

Group (NIRIG); SSE Airtricity; and Energia 
 

Business/Industry interests – Other:  
Damien Connolly (Trade Mouldings); Robert Graham; Jane Burnside 

Architect; and TC Town Planning (Planning Consultants)  
 
Academic interests (Professional Bodies):  
Royal Town Planning Institute NI (RTPI); the Environmental & Planning Law 

Association for Northern Ireland (EPLANI); Fermanagh Trust; Chartered 

Institute of Architectural Technologists (CIAT); and the Landscape Institute NI 

(LINI) 

 

Individuals:  
5 responses were received from individual respondents 
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